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Abstract
Tunica County has come a long way over the past 30 years. From being named
“America’s Ethiopia” in 1989 to leading the state in many aspects of economic development
today, Tunica County has completely transformed their economy all on the back of the casino
industry. Grounded in agglomeration theory, this research serves to confirm the quantitative data
that claim that the casino clusters in Tunica County serve as the central driver of economic
development for the area through the process of spillover. Through six qualitative interviews
with officials from Tunica County government and economic development agencies, the
collection of descriptive statistics provided by chambers of commerce and other agencies in the
State of Mississippi, as well as the analysis of secondary literature, the researcher shows how the
Tunica casinos are an example of an agglomeration, evaluates the role of the casino clusters in
the bigger economic picture of Tunica County, traces the current obstacles to reinvestment in the
industry, traces the history and development of the industry, addresses sustainability of the
industry and how the casinos serve to continue development in the county, and provides policy
recommendations to improve the industry and address the market inefficiencies holding the
industry from reaching its full potential.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Thesis: Background, Literature Review, and Methodology
Just 30 miles South of downtown Memphis, Tennessee lies a small town of about 1000
people known as Tunica, Mississippi. The city of Tunica has a square mileage of less than one
mile, but the county where it resides has a higher gross domestic product (GDP) and per capita
income than most of the Mississippi Delta region. To someone unfamiliar with the area, this
phenomenon would not make sense. For many years, Tunica was inhabited by commodity
farmers who cultivated the land for cotton and other crops, in many cases barely making ends
meet. Commodity farming has been and continues to be the main industry in the Mississippi
Delta region. To the locals and gambling fanatics who travel to Tunica from all over the
Southeast, the bright lights of the casinos boldly attest to why Tunica County’s economy has
been so successful in recent years.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Congress began the process of shifting power back to
the states and limiting government regulation in the national economy. This meant that state
governments were now responsible for funding many public services and programs once
administered at the federal level. This phenomenon, known as the devolution revolution, resulted
in many states experiencing budget shortages due to the decline in federal revenue that they
could once count on. The majority of those states, Mississippi included, began to experiment
with ways to lower budget deficits. This is because state governments are required to break even
every fiscal year. These experimental budget strategies included but were not limited to investing
in tourism, transportation, and night life. For Tunica County, Mississippi, casino gaming was a
promising solution to the state’s financial problem.
In reality, how much did the casino industry actually help to develop Tunica County’s
economy? This research will investigate the casino clusters in Tunica County: how they have
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served to build the local economy, assess whether these casino clusters have been a sustainable
driver of economic development over the long-term, and examine any other socio-economic,
social, or health effects of the casino industry in Tunica County through an analysis of the state
and local policies impacting the industry. This analysis will be conducted by primary qualitative
research grounded in agglomeration theory to address and evaluate the role of the casino industry
clusters in the economic development of Tunica County, Mississippi.
Since the State of Mississippi authorized and legitimized the casino industry in 1990 by
amending the Mississippi Gaming Control Act, billions of dollars have been generated out of
Tunica County. Tunica has seen a major drop in citizens applying for food stamps from over half
of the population to just under 17% between 1992 and 1999, citizens applying for Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) dropped from 19.2% to just over 2% in that same time
period, and unemployment claims were cut in half between 1990 and 1997 (Austin and Shaw,
2006).
According to the Mississippi Gaming Commission, the 29 casinos in Mississippi, all
stipulated to be built “over water,” meaning along the Gulf Coast or the Mississippi River,
employ approximately 30,000 people and pay approximately $885 million annually in wages.
Since July of 1992, when the first casino opened in Tunica County, the State of Mississippi has
received over $2 billion in gaming tax revenue, with local governments receiving close to $640
million, most of which is reinvested in public education and the state’s road system (C. Lynch et
al.). Based on a few metrics, the data clearly shows that the casinos transformed Tunica from one
of the nation’s poorest counties to a relatively economically prosperous one in a few short years.
Once thought to be houses of immorality and bastions of organized crime, today’s
casinos in Tunica are seen as community development tools creating jobs, investment
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opportunities, local economic stimulus, and the revitalization of a once economically-depressed
area. Tunica’s casinos represent the output of an economic strategy to create low-skilled service
jobs in economically depressed cities. Various state governments encouraged the development of
casinos because they created stable jobs once commonly found in declining manufacturing and
farming communities. These lower-skilled service jobs created by the casinos integrated well
into Mississippi’s primarily now service-based modern economy.
After the casinos opened, Tunica entered a unique economic situation. The local
government could not only make money off of gambling, but they could also attract a whole new
industry of nightlife and entertainment into the area. Gambling, coupled with the nightlife and
entertainment, centered Tunica as a major entertainment hub in the early years after the casino
opening. The increased tax revenue allowed the local government to improve the county’s
infrastructure and increase the standard of living in multiple ways by building roads, schools, and
providing better public services like waste removal and emergency response services. Tunica
County could serve as a roadmap for economic development for the rest of the state in the future.
To achieve the goal of the research, the following research questions are answered: 1)
What is the role of casino clusters in the economic development of Tunica County? 2) What is
the role of state and local policies and private investment in the development of the casino
clusters in Tunica County? 3) What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino
clusters? 4) Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for
Tunica County or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was? 5) Are there negative social
and health implications from the presence of the casino industry, if so to what extent?
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To answer these questions, the
researcher draws from literature on
agglomeration theory to evaluate the economic
development role of the casino industry in
Tunica County. The consulted literature will
provide both the theoretical framework and the
quantitative economic data for the casino
industry. Agglomeration theory states that
clusters of firms in the same industry in a city
or metro area help stimulate economic
development for the area as a whole (Piore and
Sabel, 1984). There are 6 casinos that currently operate in Tunica County. According to recent
data, only 11% of casino visitors come from within a 40-mile radius of the county, signaling that
Tunica is a regional hotspot for the Mississippi Delta region and the Southeast as a whole. Hofe
and Chen (2006) explain how agglomeration theory allows for members of an industry that
successfully co-locate geographically (like in Tunica County) will serve each other and develop
the area as a whole.
As for methods, the researcher conducted interviews with county officials in the local
government as well as officials from economic development agencies like the Tunica Chamber
of Commerce. The qualitative methods chosen provide a granular level of analysis that the
current studies of the casino industry do not have. Much of the available literature on the
economic effects of the casinos are heavily quantitative. This research also uses secondary
quantitative data as a foundation to build onto the qualitative interviews that were conducted.
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This research design has the goal to corroborate or add a further dimension to the literature
currently available.
Ultimately, this research will get behind the scenes and hear first-hand from people who
live and work in the industry every day. Officials in the county government and the Chamber
who have lived and experienced the economic boom from the past three decades will be able to
provide information about the industry as a whole. They have a vested interest to promote the
best standard of living for the residents of Tunica County. This research uncovers the real story
about the casino industry in Tunica County and will fill the void of qualitative information on the
subject.
After processing the data from the interviews, the researcher assessed the policy
implications that arose from the research and developed policy recommendations to be delivered
to the Mississippi Gaming Commission regarding the findings. The researcher will also deliver
this research to the legislative offices of the Mississippi Delegation in Congress, specifically U.S.
Congressman Bennie Thompson (D-MS) as well as members of the state legislature who serve
districts around in and around Tunica County.
After the current introductory chapter, Chapter 2 will tie the literature of agglomeration
theory with theories of economic development and the history of casinos in Mississippi. Chapter
3 will present and analyze the data that was collected through the interview process. Chapter 4
will develop and analyze policy recommendations through the evaluative criteria of
effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political feasibility to be delivered to the Mississippi
Gaming Commission and the Mississippi Congressional Delegation and State Legislature.
Chapter 5 will conclude the project, restating the contribution to the literature of agglomeration
theory and public policy.
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Literature Review
Our discussion of agglomeration theory begins with analyses of the manufacturing sector
of Northern Italy. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, two scholars Giacomo Becattini and
Sebastiano Brusco “resurrected the concept of industrial district originally formulated by Alfred
Marshall (c.1870) to emphasize the dynamic linkages between the socio-cultural features of a
productive community and the rate of growth of both its productivity and innovativeness”
(Becattini, 2000). In their work, the two scholars noticed how clusters of firms in their
communities were performing better economically than their competitors in non-clustered
regions and also better than large firms, as it was expected by the leading industrial economists
of the time.
Becatinni’s original 1979 paper published in Scienza e trasformaioni sociali espouses his
ideas regarding agglomeration theory. Since Becattini’s original article is not translated into
English, his 2000 article Industrial Sectors and Industrial Districts: Tools for Industrial Analysis
was used instead. A few years after, Sebastiano Brusco (1982) wrote a paper detailing why the
Emilia region performs so well economically. The region’s industrial structure helps explain its
growing economic performance. Brusco shows that the Emilia region has lower unemployment
rates, a higher proportion of the population who participate in the workforce, receives fewer
negative effects from recessions, and higher income growth. The economic significance of these
regions arises from the combination between the small size of the firms and the thick
relationships between those firms. Many of these firms are frequently co-located into clusters of
firms specializing in the same products without much vertical integration. Co-location allows for
a combination of competition and collaboration that drives up productivity within the cluster and
establish a market for services. Taken together, clusters achieve as much productivity as large,
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vertically-integrated enterprises. This case study is some of the first major research behind
agglomeration theory positing that mass production and large companies were not necessarily
required for economic success. Brusco went against the grain on common economic thought of
the time that large companies were necessarily to drive economic development.
Soon after, American economists noticed the work of their Italian colleagues. Some of
the most influential scholars of agglomeration theory are Michael Piore and Charles Sabel. In
their 1984 book The Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities for Prosperity, they outline three
major case studies that serve to lay the foundation for agglomeration theory across distinct
different types of regions in countries across three continents. Piore and Sabel examine textile
mills in Italy, steel mills in the United States, and other manufacturing enterprise in Japan to
investigate what causes the economic success of those industries. In all three cases, the regions
serve as economic clusters that help to facilitate economic development in order to better
develop the economy for the areas as a whole. The industries work to maintain harmony with
minimum intervention from the central government where possible. Poire and Sabel believed the
government best functioned with limited intervention in the economy. Their findings were
revolutionary because they offer a view that was alternative to Reagan economics and left-wing
Keynesian thought both popular schools of thought at the time. They were arguing that both the
conservatives and progressives were not providing solutions to the crises of the 1970s because
their solutions were dependent on notions of mass production. By using small firms’
agglomerations, you can create an alternative economic development. Later scholars proved
them wrong because large firms in the 1980s-90s became flexible but their work had merit
because they were the first ones who showed an alternative to vertically integrated mass
production.
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Bennett Harrison’s book (1995) Lean and Mean explains how large corporations learn
how to capture advantages of smaller firms by outsourcing and offshoring. His theory shows
how mega corporations like Toyota are able to have so much flexibility in their production,
management, and distribution strategies. The less complicated the structure of the enterprise, the
more efficient it can function.
Michael Storper (1997) presents three main schools of thought regarding agglomeration
theory: institutions, industrial organization and transactions, and concentrated attention on
technological change and learning. With his research, Storper wants to shows that the region is
“the locus” of economic development and that “technologically dynamic production systems
consist of clusters of firms.” According to his theory, clusters are capable of self-perpetuating
economic success because they are equipped to do it.
“Clusters, or geographic concentrations of inter-connected companies, are a striking
feature of virtually every national, regional, state, and even metropolitan economy, especially in
more advanced nations" (Porter, 2000). They defined clusters as concentrations of “highly
specialized skills and knowledge, institutions, rivals, related businesses, and sophisticated
customers in a nation or region.” The close proximity of these actors allows special access and
relationships that contribute to improved economic development. Competitive advantages are
closely related to the geographical concentration of production because of the close proximity of
the clusters. Productivity is driven up by competitive behavior within the cluster.
In 2006, Hofe and Chen add a new element to the understanding of agglomeration theory
and economic clusters. The authors explain there is no correct definition for industrial clusters,
but they all refer to groups of firms that co-locate geographically in a specific region and enjoy
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economic advantages through this co-location (Hofe and Chen, 2006). Moreover, clusters are
wide spread and apply to a number of communities.
Later on, in 2001, Gibbs et al. argue that successful economic development is tied to
"institutional capacity in a region.” This is the ability for agents in an economic cluster to
collaborate and build their capacity to be successful in an industry. The authors argue that
lagging regions either lack capacity or the organizational skills to hone their capacity to be
successful. The authors analyze the relationship between the central and the local state, growth of
entrepreneurial cities, and learning regions.
Agglomerations of firms are not a solution to all economic problems. Several scholars
point to problems with agglomeration theory. There are cases where policy advisors tried to
develop clusters through consulting but in many cases, they did not succeed. In 2003, Markusen
published her article on fuzzy concepts, equating them with agglomeration theory. “A fuzzy
concept is one which posits an entity, phenomenon or process which possesses two or more
alternative meanings and thus cannot be reliably identified or applied by different readers or
scholars” (Markusen, 2003).
Moving on from Markusen, John Lovering (1999) poses a different criticism. Economic
theories are constantly changing and static ideas can't really keep up reality. Lovering introduces
his idea of New Regionalism in Thought: the region is displacing the nation-state as the center of
economic development. Lovering argues that theory is not led by policy. "In practice, the
approach to economic analysis in New Regionalist texts is overwhelmingly dominated by a
‘productivist’ and micro-economic focus. That is, it treats regional economic activity as if the
driving influences on the regional economy as a whole can be understood by looking at only one
type of regional economic actor" (Lovering, 1999).
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Allen Scott and Michael Storper (1987) introduce how “[T]hrough the examination of
high technology industry, new growth centres emerge under the basis of agglomeration
economies that function on the base of industry and local labour market dynamics and finally
look at macro-regional shifts in the location of industrial ensembles.” Despite mass economic
decline and stagnation, high technology industries continued to thrive in the US. High
technology is a “wide variety” of different sectors --- pharmacy, bioengineering, electronics,
military and space hardware. They are different from other industries in their structure and
employment characteristics but have an ‘advanced scientific and engineering knowledge”
(Storper, 1987). This article furthers our understanding of agglomeration economies and how
they relate to the technological industries in the US and other places.
In 1989, Scott and Storper published another article where they claim that “Territory and
location have always played a major role in the shaping of capitalist production systems.” They
examined the “changing logic of production systems,” the “emergence of new industrial spaces,”
and “problems of social regulation and reproduction within these spaces” (Scott and Storper,
1987). Two “technological-institutional” models emerge from this study: Fordist and flexible
production organization. These explain the development from Post-War Fordism to the flexible
production models of the modern-day. Our constantly changing world causes for changes in
production strategies.
Some of the most recent scholarship of agglomeration theory (2018) examines how
applicable the agglomeration theory and “localized” systems are in the age of globalization.
Their investigation wants to determine whether the institutional structure of “industrial districts”
discovered by early scholars Becattini “and the mechanisms in place to support localized
production and learning” can be modernized (Batheld and Conserva, 2018). Batheld and
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Conserva (2018) conclude that a “hybrid” mix that combines “institutional change with
continuity” is the best path to maintain agglomeration theory’s tenants in the global economy.
The foundation of the theory works but economists must rethink “fundamental institutional
adjustments” that will “encourage the formation of global linkages and new technological
trajectories.” Coupled with elements of the classical theory, they will be able to support
established industries and maintain prior competitive advantages (Batheld and Conserva, 2018).
How does the literature apply to the model in Tunica?
In 2006, Emery and Flora published an article to identify the causes of economic decline
and population decrease in the Great Plains region of the United States. The authors present the
idea of positive and negative “capitals,” which work similar to competitive advantages (Emery
and Flora, 2006). They believe that companies who are able to gain the most competitive
advantage in the market place coupled with their momentum of successful business practices
should self-perpetuate that economic success. The businesses with momentum should continue to
do well and build upward while businesses not doing well will continue to spiral downward. In
Tunica, as the casinos continue to build up the economy and provide public benefits, their
success should function to continue growing the Tunica economy.
In 1990, Michael Porter published another article explaining how developing the casino
industry is a form of innovation and should therefore provide a model of success for the region.
“National prosperity is created and not inherited. It does not grow out of a country’s natural
endowments, its labor pool, its interest rates, or its currency’s value, as classical economics
insists” (Porter, 1990). Competitiveness is based on a country’s capacity to innovate. They thrive
from strong domestic rivals, domestic suppliers and high demand from local customers. Today’s
leaders focus too much on financial performance, government assistance, stability, and risk
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management while they should be focusing on continuous improvement and innovation. National
values, culture, economic structure, institution and history all contribute to success. “[A]ccording
to prevailing thinking, labor costs, interest rates, exchange rates, and economies of scale are the
most potent determinants of competitiveness” (Porter, 1990). The national influences give the
legal framework, large-scale infrastructure, and institutions that allow for economic activities.
On the ground at the regional level, the people themselves are taking concrete actions with those
rules and frameworks set at the national level. At the national level in the United States,
Congress regulates interstate commerce but does not prohibit gambling. At the state, and by
extension, regional level, the casinos are allowed to operate in the best interest for their
businesses but also promoting overall economic development to provide for the betterment of the
county as a whole.
Porter published one more paper important to this research in 2003. “This paper examines
the basic facts about the regional economic performance, the composition of regional economies
and the role of clusters in the US economy” (Porter, 2003). The United States’ economy can be
classified as traded, local, and resource-dependent. In local industries, employment is roughly
proportional to the population of an area and most are employed in services. Resource dependent
industries are located around the natural resource, for example oil fields are near oil deposits.
Traded industries sell products and services across regions and to other countries. The
performance of regional economies is based on the strength of clusters and the expansive
innovation across sectors. There are obviously more factors into a nation’s economic
performance than the macro, so it makes more sense to study an economy at the regional level.
Overall, Porter solidifies his belief that regional economic development must be the central point
of economic policy and, according to his data, employment patterns will revolve around the
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casino industry. For Tunica, Porter’s theory means that the casinos are the centerpiece of
economic development for the region. They have the external power to serve as the revenuedriving entity that helps dictate employment and the location of services.
After examining the existing literature, a picture of Tunica County becomes apparent.
Lending credit to the Becattini, Brusco, and Piore and Sabel, there are a cluster of small to
medium-sized casinos that are co-located geographically whose mutual pursuit of economic
success facilitates the success of the rest of the county. That in turn, according to theories from
Allen and Storper and Hofe and Chen, and Porter allow for Tunica to function as the head of the
economic development for the region. This means the casinos can be thought of as the entity that
functions to increase overall per capita income, total employment, and standard of living. The
casinos are the beacon that provides for the rest of the economic success in the area.
As the casinos continued to grow and attract more customers, the county needed more to
accommodate the number of visitors to the area. The county needed more roads, more gas
stations, more restaurants, more schools, and more public services. But here’s the crucial
question, politicians may be happy because they can boast numbers about high revenues, tax
generation and new buildings, but did the casino clusters actually create a net benefit for the
people who live in Tunica County?
Development of Casinos and their economic effects
A 2016 article by Alvarez and Lahr explains how casinos are “seen as agents of a higher
purpose” creating jobs, investment opportunities, local economic stimulus and the revitalization
of some economically depressed areas, instead of bastions of immorality and perpetuating
organized crime. This philosophy is exactly why casino gaming came to Tunica, Mississippi.
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Currently, the casino industry is highly regulated by state governments who are in charge of
distributing the benefits that revenue creates. (Alvarez et al., 2016).
U.S. States encourage the development of casinos because they create “good,” stable jobs
once commonly found in manufacturing communities. Some studies have shown that workers
directly benefit from the casino industry by employment and steady wage growth while others
have found that casinos “exploit” their employees and host communities (Mazar, 2016). The
purpose of this article is to understand if casinos actually provide “good jobs” where they are
being used as “economic revitalization tools” (Mazar, 2016). The researchers explain that as
competition in the casino industry increases, employees feel the brunt of the squeeze to boost
profits with stagnating wages, lower tips, layoffs, and severe reprimanding. The workers suffered
from economic immobility -- their employers could treat them poorly but due to the bad
economic conditions, they couldn’t afford to quit their jobs. (Mazar, 2016).
Casino revenue steadily grew at 18.3% annually between 2010-2015 in the Asia-Pacific
region of the world. Casinos were used to boost tourism and stimulate economic growth with
many areas wanting to emulate the economic success of Las Vegas by lowering their
unemployment rates and shrinking budget deficits (Gu et al., 2017). Tunica County had the same
goal in mind.
History of Casinos in the U.S. and Mississippi
In 1996, George Fenich published an article titled A Chronology of (Legal) Gaming in the
U.S. that provides a comprehensive history of casino gaming in the United States. The timeline
follows from before the beginning of the United States until to the present day. Fenich starts by
explaining that casino gaming is the “fastest growing segment of the hospitality industry” so
there is merit to study where the industry started and how it developed into its current size today
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(Fenich, 1996). Fenich starts out by explaining how gambling has been around since before the
inception of the United States. The first law prohibiting gambling was enacted by the Puritans in
1633. Later on, most of the 13 colonies passed laws against gambling citing issues of immorality.
After the establishment of the United States, many individual states also passed laws against
gambling. In 1827, the Crescent City House in New Orleans was established as the first
precursor to the Modern Casinos of Nevada. The legal environment of the casino industry was
shaky with state legislatures going back and forth on what they deemed acceptable. Stability for
the industry didn’t come until 1931 with legalized commercial gambling in Las Vegas with the
“Wide Open Gambling Bill.” Today’s rules about gambling were established in 1951 with the
Johnson Act prohibiting the “possession, operation, transportation, or repair of gambling devices
unless the individual State passed a law that made them or their transportation legal. This law is
still on the books and establishes the legal climate for today’s gaming jurisdictions” (Fenich,
1996). The Johnson Act gave states the ability to determine whether or not they wanted to have
gambling within their borders. This set the precedent to allow Mississippi to change their laws
when the state was ready to bring in casinos a few decades later in the 1990s.
In June of 1990, the Mississippi Legislature amended the Gaming Control Act allowing
“vessels” to conduct casino-style gambling, beginning the rise of the casino industry in the state.
These casino resorts are physically floating on the river. To someone without knowledge of this,
you would be oblivious. Mississippi has multiple casino hotspots around the state but most
important are the Gulf Coast and Tunica County. According to recent data, only 11% of casino
visitors come from within a 40-mile radius of Tunica county, signaling that Tunica is a regional
hotspot for the southeast.
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Obviously, there are surface-level economic benefits for the areas that developed casinos
– more jobs, more businesses, more growth – but the researchers want to assess if the casino
industry is a positive asset for the long-term in
Tunica County because many of the perceived
negative aspects of the industry are actually
balanced out with positive economic elements.
Since the amendment of the Gaming Act,
Tunica has seen a major drop in people applying
for food stamps from over half of the population
to just under 17% between 1992 and 1999,
TANF applications dropped from 19.2% to just
over 2%, and unemployment was cut in half
between 1990 and 1997. The data show that casinos transformed Tunica from one of the nation’s
poorest counties to a relatively prosperous one in terms of per capita income (Austin and
Middleton, 2006).
Thirty years ago, Tunica County was the poorest county in United States of
America. The few job opportunities available were low-wage agricultural labor and other
low-wage service industry positions in the few restaurants and small businesses in the area.
This dynamic all changed when the casinos came to the area. The casinos needed thousands
of people to work there as well as the construction labor to build the casino properties
themselves. Since then, Tunica County has become one of the most popular gambling
destinations in the country behind Las Vegas and Atlantic City.

21

Tunica County’s population is majority African-American and their standard of
living which was once rather poor has improved “dramatically” (Austin and Middleton,
2006). When the casinos are prospering, the community reaps the benefits. Casinos are not
recession proof and the approximately 12,000 employees feel the brunt of mass layoffs in
an economic downturn. Many casino workers are not originally from Tunica and travel
from distant rural counties where there are very few economic opportunities. Contributing
millions of dollars per year to the state, the Tunica County casinos support schools and
county jobs, but many stakeholders in the area and local government would like to see
more economic diversity in the area using casino revenue to invest in other opportunities
for the area (Tyler, 2009).
In municipalities without such strained financial resources, local governments can invest
funds and increase their reserves for longer-term projects and infrastructure development.
According to the Mississippi Gaming Commission, the 29 casinos in Mississippi, employ around
30,000 people and create about $885 million annually in payroll. Since their opening in July of
1992, Mississippi has received $2 billion in gaming tax revenue, with local governments
receiving $640 million. Most of this revenue comes from “gross receipts, an amount of money
wagered minus the dollars paid out as winnings,” gaming device fees, and sales taxes. Also, all
local governments “levy a supplementary 3.2% gross receipts tax and casino device fee,”
authorized by the legislature. The findings of the study support agglomeration theory: the areas
with the highest revenue have clusters of casinos. Tunica’s 10 casinos have generated more than
$182 billion in total revenue since 1992. In 1999, 80% of Tunica County’s revenue came from
casino taxes. (C. Lynch et al.).
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Social and Economic Effects of Casinos in Tunica
Mississippi has the largest and fastest growing casino market of any state since 1990, in
part because they adopted a market-oriented regulatory structure with “full and open
competition” among the casinos. The only other states with this structure are Nevada and New
Jersey and both have proven to be very successful in their gambling endeavors. Some economists
believe there is a symbiotic relationship between the state and casino with economic
development. A 1999 National Gambling Impact Study Commission reports that “for every $1
direct output of the gambling industry, total output in the region rises by $1.81…overall, net
impacts of gambling are positive” (UM Free Press, 2006). A 1998 Missouri study shows that
casinos have higher multiplier effects than other industries, meaning they have a greater impact
on the local economy. Missouri’s riverboat casino industry is similar to that of Mississippi so
that could help provide some insight as to how the casinos will help the economy as a whole.
The authors explain that some “economic policy models suggest that gambling will have
the greatest economic impact when encouraged to grow via competitive regulatory structure,”
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exactly what Mississippi has in place. The researchers explain that casinos benefit from
Mississippians willingness to travel to gambling centers but are limited by their “floating”
requirements, anchoring the clusters along the River or the Coast. “Tunica County grew by
62.5% between 1985-1999, which was a +56.08 percent change (relative to the state).” Today,
Tunica is the fifth-largest gambling city in the US, employing over 15,000 people, generating
over $1.2 billion in 2006, with about $50 million of that money going to the state’s “seniors’
homes, a recreation center and the public-school budget” (UM Free Press, 2006).
In the literature, many studies have focused on the negative aspects of gambling. A 1997
study in South Dakota focuses on the environmental and social effects of gambling in an area. A
1999 Louisiana study showed that gambling brought tourist dollars in that encouraged travel and
entertainment development while they were unable to understand the causes of certain social
costs like addiction, divorce, and suicide. The casino industry has ethical implications too: some
citizens don’t want casinos at all, some want fair management of them, and others want strict
regulation (University of MS Free Press, 2006).
While the quantitative metrics may show that Tunica casinos may be providing good
things for the county, many scholars have debated about whether those benefits have begun to
wane. A policy brief prepared at the Stennis Institute at Mississippi State University explains that
in 2010, close to 25,000 people were employed in Mississippi casinos, accounting for just over
2% of the state’s employment distribution. Between 2000 and 2010, casino employment dropped
over 37% to around 14,700 people. The total number of people visiting casinos declined from
over 56 million in 2000 to around 34 million in 2009. “In 2014, Harrah's Tunica Hotel and
Casino closed, laying off more than 1,000 people. And as the industry struggles to attract
customers, tax revenue is declining. Casino revenue from the region in Mississippi that includes
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Tunica has dropped from about $1.6 billion in 2006 to $950 million in 2015, said Allen Godfrey,
executive director of the Mississippi Gaming Commission. Part of the decline is due to the rise
of casino-type operations in other states, including in Arkansas, locals said” (Seaman, 2016).
Tunica used to be a popular destination for journalists and politicians looking “to be
appalled by black poverty,” also referred to as “America’s Ethiopia.” Now, Tunica is known for
“all that money” that comes from the six “Vegas-style” casinos that tower above the cotton,
soybean and rice fields planted in the northern part of the county. Despite all of the progress
made by the casinos, some “aspects of Tunica still feel like the old rural South” with “fields
[that] stretch out for miles and miles” (Mehta, 2007). This of course begs the question, has
Tunica County actually changed much from its origins in the old rural South? Are a small
portion of the white population seeing the benefits of an industry that a majority black population
labor in?
Some experts believe the casino industry may have peaked in Tunica and its benefits are
on the decline. For the past six years, gaming revenue in the region has been relatively flat, the
schools are not noticeably improving, affordable property is still scarce, and about a 1/4th of the
population still live below the poverty line. Albeit, Tunica is still a whole lot better off than it
was 15 years ago, but many believe the benefits have plateaued (Mehta, 2007). An article
published in the Northwest Arkansas Democrat Gazette (2016) explains how many people in
Tunica view the economic development success in the area along racial lines. While Tunica’s
population is about ¾ black, mostly white people sit on the County Board of Supervisors which
is responsible for allocating the money the county receives from the casinos. The Board lauded
themselves for building a set of roads, water and sewer systems, improving the local schools, a
golf course, the Tunica Arena and Expo Center as well as a community recreation center. While
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those are helpful to the community as a whole, many black leaders “wanted to use the casino
money to invest in the community – specifically job skill training and education to raise people
out of poverty (Seaman, 2016). According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 1989, Tunica County’s
poverty rate was just over 56% but by the early 2000s, it had been cut in half to just under 28%.
Some of the literature shows how the casino industry may have detrimental social and
health effects to those in Tunica County. A 1990 study by Robert A. Yaffee of gambling
addiction showed that 58% of those with compulsive gambling issues were alcoholics and 26%
of those same people also had narcotic issues as well (Hsu, 1999). Five percent of the general
population exhibit a gambling problem but the majority are considered recreational gamers. The
study suggests that “proximity to and availability of casino and non-casino gambling may
influence recreational and problem gambling behaviors.” Also, those “who participated in both
casino and non-casino gambling, compared to non-casino-only gamblers, were more likely to
report alcohol use and alcohol abuse/dependence, but less likely to report using drugs in the past
year” (Franco et al, 2011).
Looking back at the research questions, 1) What is the role of casino clusters in the
economic development of Tunica County? 2) What is the role of state and local policies and
private investment in the development of the casino clusters in Tunica County? 3) What were the
steps and trends of the development of the casino clusters? 4) Does the casino industry actually
facilitate sustainable economic development for Tunica County or is it an extractive industry like
cotton once was? 5) Are there negative social and health implications from the presence of the
casino industry, if so to what extent? Answers to the research questions will help add detail to the
story of Tunica through the framework of the cluster literature.
Methodology:
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The methodology section covers each research question and identifies the
appropriate method to answer it. Then, it discusses how either the primary qualitative
interview process or secondary data collection will be used to answer the question. Lastly,
for each question, the section also explains why that method will be the most effective in
answering the question. Many of the research questions require a combination of methods
to be successfully answered. For this study, a mixed approach using quantitative and
qualitative methods will be the most appropriate for answering the research questions
because it will utilize the strengths of both methods which will allow the research to have a
more diverse perspective and should uncover some relationships not apparent using a single
method. In the context of this research, the mixed methods approach will add a new dimension to
the available literature. The qualitative interviews will verify or uncover an additional element to
the already-established quantitative data (Shorten and Smith, 2017). The reasoning behind this
method carries into the structure of the interviews.
The interview process will gather data from county government officials as well as
officials from stakeholder organizations like the Tunica Chamber of Commerce. By
interviewing these categories of people, the research will gain an industry perspective
about the development of the casinos and how they have built the community. It will also
provide a non-biased assessment of the success of the casino industry and how it helps
economic development in Tunica County. Speaking with them can also provide an insight
into the political aspects of the new revenue in the area and how the casinos may have
changed the political landscape in the county. Interviews with the Chamber of Commerce
will provide a purely economic perspective that should be able to unlock the heart of the
research. Economic officials can speak about the cluster set-up of the casinos in the area
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and how their development over the past thirty years has shaped the economic development
in the area. These are going to be the most important interviews of this research in order to
tie together the qualitative interview data with the quantitative secondary data.
The quantitative data will primarily consist of time series that will be able to
longitudinally track trends for Tunica County. Primarily, the interviews will serve to verify
the data found in certain metrics such as per capita income, employment participation rates,
yearly gross domestic product, and other similar measures that are used to track economic
growth and decline over a certain period of time. It will be important to track data starting
in the early 1990s when the casinos were first opened then look at yearly trends moving
forward until the present day. In order to make the data more manageable, the data will be
grouped from 1997-2002, 2003-2009, 2010-2015, and 2016-2021 in order to better see
whether trends are emerging along the same lines that the interviews should be able to
indicate.
Research question #1: What is the role of casino clusters in the economic
development of Tunica County? Research question number 1 will be answered by a
combination of interviews and data usage from the Chamber of Commerce. Interviews with
economic development professionals and local leaders can identify how they think the casino
clusters have functioned and their role in the greater picture of economic development in Tunica
County. The interviews from government officials will be able to provide the detailed
picture of the development of the casinos and how they started until how they got to the
point they are today. The data will be used as a quantitative anchor to back up the
information that will arise from the interviews. Rising GDP, labor participation, lower rates
of unemployment should be able to corroborate with the story of building casinos, creating
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jobs, and seeing peripheral economic benefits to the surrounding communities. This
double-edged method will be most effective because it will take the quantitative data
already in place and use it to anchor against the qualitative data that we do not have in
place yet. It will take already accepted information and compare it with the information
that is being gathered in this research.
Research question #2: What is the role of state and local policies and public and private
investment in the development of the casino clusters in Tunica County? Similar to the first
question, this question will be able to be answered with interviews and data. Interviews with
government officials and the Chamber will be beneficial to trace how the original amendment of
the Mississippi Gaming Control Act has evolved along with changes to other state and local
policies that have developed Tunica to where it is today. For data usage, one could see how the
policy changes have had an effect on Tunica by examining certain metrics such as per capita
income, rates of poverty, and instances of citizens using government assistance programs. This
method will be most effective in answering the research question by combining aspects of
quantitative data and verify its validity with the qualitative interview process.
Research question #3-4: What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino
clusters? Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for
Tunica County or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was? Like the other two previous
questions, these questions will be best addressed by interviewing economic development
professionals in the Chamber of Commerce, government entities in Tunica, as well as consulting
the quantitative data. One may think that this question would be primarily answered through the
interview process but the data will be just as useful. The interviews will provide the backstory on
how the casinos developed and how the cluster structure came into being. Then, the data can
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confirm whether the cluster structure is actually helping develop the community as a whole and
if that development is being caused by the casinos. This double-sided hypothesis and
confirmation will be able to tie together the absences in the literature to provide a full-picture of
the casino clusters in Tunica. This is where the major contribution to the literature comes in. As
this research makes the qualitative assessment of the casinos in Tunica county, future researchers
can extend this research further to evaluate the success of the casino industry in creating
economic development by combining both quantitative and qualitative data to make a final
assessment.
5) Are there negative social and health implications from the presence of the casino
industry, if so to what extent? This question can be answered by providing some anecdotal
information from government officials and those who work in the community. The strongest
information to answer this question will come from the quantitative data from the county in
analyzing crime rates, instances of alcohol and drug dependency, divorce, bankruptcy, and other
metrics. The data will be able to provide a correlation to whether the casino clusters are harmful
to the community socially and health-wise.
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Chapter 2: The Casino Industry in Tunica: Its History and Economic Implications
This chapter will tie the literature of agglomeration theory with theories of economic
development and the history of casinos in Mississippi. Before the casinos arrived in Tunica, the
county held the accolade of the poorest county in the United States. After the casinos were
established by the state’s amendment of the Gaming Control Act in 1990, Tunica County saw a
major uptick in economic development. The municipal government now had access to funding
from state gaming and sales tax funds, allowing the area to massively expand public services to
the county’s residents. Along with improved public services such as fire and police protection as
well as sewage and water treatment, the county was able to embark on numerous capital
improvements such as renovating the county library, building an arena and expo center as well as
a new regional airport.
The presence of the casinos did not just bring increased government revenues. More people
were being employed in peripheral industries in the county and that spillover from the
employment in the casino industry specifically helped to bring up the area as a whole, signaling
the introduction of an agglomeration (or cluster) for the area. This cluster of casinos, due to its
co-location around other casinos, allows for overall improved economic performance in the area
due to spill over into other industries in the area such as restaurants, travel, and entertainment.
While the casino industry definitely brought short-term prosperity to Tunica County, a more
recent report from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis outlines an alternative view of the
economic performance of the county. The report argues that maybe the benefits attached to
gaming are not sustainable and the county has seen the peak in casino economic performance
already. In all, this chapter will set the foundation for the data to be presented and analyzed from
the interviews that will be covered in the following chapter.
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Background of Casinos and how the casinos came into being in MS
In 1989, Tunica County was the officially named the poorest county in the United States
(Tyler, 2009). Out of over 3000 counties across the county and of the 82 counties in Mississippi,
Tunica was last. Residents lacked running water and basic public services such as electricity and
plumbing. Job opportunities were scarce except for low-wage labor in the expansive Mississippi
Delta farmland. These opportunities did not provide avenues for advancement over a long-term
career. Wages were low and showed no sign of increasing. Almost half of the population was
receiving some form of governmental assistance and per capita income lagged far behind those
in other parts of Mississippi and the rest of the country. Roads drastically needed improvement
and children fell far behind state testing benchmarks. In 1989, Presidential Candidate, the
Reverend Jesse Jackson, famously coined Tunica as “America’s Ethiopia,” characterizing the
county’s extreme lack of public services and lowered standard of living, something akin to a
developing country. He was specifically referring to Sugar Alley Ditch, an area in the town of
Tunica where people would dump chamber pots of excrement behind their houses.
In 1990, the Mississippi Legislature attempted to find a sustainable solution to the
poverty problem in Tunica County. In June of that year, the Mississippi Legislature amended the
Gaming Control Act to allow casino-style gambling in the state, beginning the rise of the casino
industry in Mississippi. These casinos could be located on the Mississippi River, the Gulf Coast,
or on a Native American Reservation. To a town lacking economic strength located right along
the banks of the Mississippi River, Tunica had received quite an opportunity. The county fit the
criteria for the legislation and decided to opt in 1991, opening their first casino in 1992.
To provide some context of the legal foundation of the Gaming Control Act, some history
of gambling in the United States is necessary. Gambling has been regulated since the very
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beginning of American history. Laws were passed in the 13 colonies preventing gambling citing
moral issues. This would not be the last time morality was argued against the establishment of
casinos. In the following years, many of the newly established states passed laws prohibiting
gambling as Congress at the time decided that casino gambling would not be a matter of federal
jurisdiction under the interstate commerce clause. Stability for the gaming industry was not
established until 1931 when commercial gambling was legalized in Nevada under the WideOpen Bill. The Wide-Open Bill laid the foundation for the Johnson Act in 1951 that outlawed the
“possession, operation, transportation, or repair of gambling devices unless the individual State
passed a law that made them or their transportation legal. This law is still on the books and
establishes the legal climate for today’s gaming jurisdictions” (Fenich, 1996). The Johnson Act
gave states the ability to determine whether or not they wanted to have gambling within their
borders. This legislation set the precedent to allow Mississippi to change their laws when the
state was ready to embrace the gaming industry a few decades later in the early 1990s.
The introduction of the casinos in Tunica transformed the county. For years, many
residents lived in squalor and solely depended upon an agricultural industry that exploited their
lives for low-paid monotonous labor to support a ruling class who owned the land. In 1991, the
year before the casinos opened, Tunica County had the highest unemployment rate in the state of
Mississippi. After the casinos opened, the local government had a brand-new source of revenue
in the form of gaming and sales tax and enjoyed drastically lowered claims of unemployment.
“The average annual salary of a Tunica County resident has gone from $12,700 in the early
1990s to $26,000 in 2004, according to the Mississippi Employment Security Commission. The
county had just 2,000 jobs in 1992 and almost 17,000 jobs in 2005, according to the security
commission. Unemployment is about one-half what it was in the pre-casino days” (Sparks,
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2007). People who apply for government assistance dropped immensely from over half of the
population to just under 17% between 1992 and 1999. Those who rely on Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) dropped from 19.2% to just over 2% as well (Austin and Middleton,
2006).
The State of Mississippi has received over $2 billion in gaming tax revenue since the
casinos opened, with local governments receiving about $640 million. On top of that, the County
was attracting a whole new industry of nightlife and entertainment into the area. Gambling,
coupled with the nightlife and entertainment, centered Tunica as a major entertainment hub in
the early years after the casino opening coming in third behind Las Vegas and Atlantic City for
highest gambling revenue in the country.
Glen Sparks published a 2007 report from The Federal Reserve Branch in St. Louis
detailing how Tunica County has invested the revenues they’ve received from the casino
industry. The increased tax revenue allowed the local government to improve the area and
increase the standard of living in multiple ways by building roads, schools, and providing better
public services like waste removal and emergency response. “Through the first 10 months of
2006, the 26 casinos in Mississippi had generated almost $245 million in tax revenue for state
and local governments, according to the Mississippi Gaming Commission” (Sparks, 2007). That
tax revenue primarily come from a 12% tax: 8% of which goes to the state and 4% is set aside
for the county. Then, the elected County Board of Supervisors decide how to allocated the
money. Between 1992 and 2006, the county allocated over $100 million to capital improvement
projects such as road construction and pavement, new public schools, water and sewage
upgrades, police and fire services, and social services in housing and support for the elderly and
disabled.
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Tunica County Convention and Visitors Bureau C.E.O. Webster Franklin also released a
report in 2007 titled Take Me Away to Tunica! How the Casinos Hit the Jackpot for Tunica, MS
where he outlines some of the larger community development projects that Tunica has invested
in which really make the casino industry stick out as an agent of change for the area’s economy.
Tunica County built the Tunica Arena and Expo Center, which is the largest indoor arena in the
state, the Tunica River Park, a family-friendly water park perfect for a family outing in warm
weather, the Tunica Regional Airport, which is the third largest in the state, the Tunica County
Library, which has been able to vastly increase their collection as well as increase patron space,
as well as numerous outlets for affordable housing, retail outlets, and manufacturing
opportunities (Franklin, 2007).
At the time Franklin published his report, Tunica County was seeing 10-12 million
visitors per year, the casinos employed close to 16,000 people, and the county’s budget had
ballooned to $56.6 million in 2007 compared to $3.5 million in 1992. To put that metric in
perspective, Shelby County, the core of the Tunica-Memphis Metropolitan Area, passed a $69
million operating budget for Fiscal Year 2022 (Sparacino, 2021). Tunica County was actively
competing with Shelby County for the largest municipal spending power in the area. This is a
complete turn-around from decades before, something unheard of without the introduction of the
casino industry into the area.
Based on the capital improvement as well as infrastructural changes to the county, it
seems clear that Tunica County leadership took an aggressive, as well as effective, stance to
position the county to take advantage of the vast opportunity they had in front of them with the
casino and tourism industry. While the casino and tourism industry were a great start to their
economic journey for transforming the once poorest county in the entire country, the county
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government’s next goal was to diversify their economy to be more balanced and to offer a wider
array of employment opportunities. As it has unfortunately been demonstrated in countless
communities in the Rust Belt, a thriving area cannot be dependent upon one source of revenue or
employment. In order to have long-standing economic success, Tunica County needed to bring in
additional sources of employment. They accomplished this by attracting manufacturing industry
such as Feuer Powertrain North America, Inc., who are one of the largest crankshaft producers in
the country and employ thousands in the area. After boasting all of this success in such a short
time frame, Tunica County could definitely serve as a roadmap for economic development for
the rest of the state in the future.
Before moving into the explanation of agglomeration theory and how the casinos in Tunica
County apply to its principles; an important distinction must be made. Downtown Tunica is
located about 10 miles south of the nearest casinos. The casinos are all located in Tunica County
but not in the city of Tunica. Most of them are actually located in unincorporated area of Tunica
County that does not belong to a formal municipality. The casinos are located within the county
as in they are policed by the Tunica Sherriff Department and receive the same fire services, but
they are physically located within an unincorporated area of the county so they do not receive the
same benefits of enterprise as something located within a municipality such as the city of Tunica.
This is important to be aware of since this distinction is a chief cause as to why the county is not
able to use sales taxes in the same way that areas with casinos that are located in an incorporated
area would have like they can receive in the city of Biloxi. This will be discussed further in the
policy recommendations in chapter 4.
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Agglomeration Theory
Agglomeration theory is a school of thought in economic development theory that originated
in the early 1970s and 1980s in Italy with the manufacturing industry and eventually moved over
to the United States. The theory centers on the idea of clusters. Clusters of firms or industries
that by their close proximity work to improve the economic standing of the whole area around
them. This is not necessarily a conscious activity. Most of the co-location stems from the ability
to compete in a market and by the nature of their co-habitation allow for them to improve their
surrounding areas as a whole.
Many of these firms who co-locate in the same areas would be able to perform just as well as
their larger counterparts who are fully vertically-integrated. Co-location allows for a combination
of competition and collaboration that drives up productivity within the cluster and establish a
market for services. Taken together, clusters achieve as much productivity as large, verticallyintegrated enterprises. The industries work to maintain harmony with minimum intervention
from the central government where possible. The theory was one of the first to posit that mass
production and large companies were not necessarily required for economic success, as it was
once thought to be in the century prior.
Early study of agglomeration theory was radical in that mass production was not the only key
to economic success. Agglomeration theory offers a view of economic development that was
alternative to Reagan economics and left-wing Keynesian thought both popular schools of
thought at the time by devising an alternate form of development, the clusters of small firms.
According to Michael Porter’s (2000) publication, clusters of firms and industries are capable of
self-perpetuating economic success because they are equipped to do it in that clusters are
“geographic concentrations of inter-connected companies” with “highly specialized skills and
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knowledge, institutions, rivals, related businesses, and sophisticated customers in a nation or
region.” The close proximity of these actors allows special access and relationships that
contribute to improved economic development. Studies by Hofe and Chen in 2006 all refer to
groups of firms that co-locate geographically in a specific region and enjoy economic advantages
through this co-location.
How Agglomeration Theory applies to the casino industry l in Tunica County
In Tunica County, there are 6 casinos that operate in a county of less than 500 square
miles and less than 11,000 people who live there. These casinos function very similarly to the
clusters of firms and industries that are studied in agglomeration theory. The casino industry in
Tunica fits the model of the agglomeration theory quite well. The close-proximity of the casinos
in the county serve to spark competition among the players in the industry and therefore the
increased competition and growing success of the casinos spills out into residual economic
development for the area. As the casinos continue to build up the economy and provide public
benefits, their success should function to continue growing the economy in Tunica County.
Michael Porter published another paper in 2003 that sums up this idea of how the casino
clusters fit into agglomeration theory. “This paper examines the basic facts about the regional
economic performance, the composition of regional economies and the role of clusters in the US
economy” (Porter, 2003). Overall, Porter solidifies his belief that regional economic
development must be the central point of economic policy and, according to his data,
employment patterns will revolve around the casino industry. For Tunica, Porter’s theory means
that the casinos are the centerpiece of economic development for the region. They have the
external power to serve as the revenue-driving entity that helps dictate employment and the
location of services.
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After examining the existing literature of agglomeration theory, a picture of Tunica County
becomes apparent. Lending credit to the work of Becattini, Brusco, and Piore and Sabel, there
are a cluster of small to medium-sized casinos that are co-located geographically whose mutual
pursuit of economic success facilitates the success of the rest of the county. That in turn,
according to theories from Allen and Storper and Hofe and Chen, and Porter allow for Tunica to
function as the head of the economic development for the region. This means the casinos can be
thought of the entity that functions to increase overall per capita income, total employment, and
standard of living. They are the beacon that provides for the rest of the economic success in the
area. The next chapter will show how spillovers are created in the economy of the county.
As the casinos continued to grow and attract more customers, the county needed to put
more things there to accommodate the number of visitors to the area. The county needed more
roads, more gas stations, more restaurants, schools, and public services. The entire county was
being developed as a result of the success of the casinos. Everything was being brought up as the
casinos were building themselves up. But there is one crucial question that must still be
addressed before one can evaluate whether Tunica County and the casinos are really a success
story or not. Politicians may be happy because they can boast statistics of high revenues, tax
generation and new capital improvement projects. Did the casino clusters actually create a net
benefit for the people who live in Tunica County? Are the headline-making metrics such as GDP
or unemployment an actual indicator of sustainable economic success for the county?
A 2019 article from The Associated Press published in The Las Vegas Sun describes the
decline of the casino industry in Tunica County in recent years, mostly during the decade of the
2010s. By 2014, three casinos had closed since the turn of the millennium “in the face of
increasing competition and declining revenue,” leaving only six casinos in an area that once held
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a dozen. Causes of the casino closures are up for debate but employment facts show a declining
trend in the industry. Casino employment peaked in 2001 with about 13,000 people employed in
the casinos around the county. In 2019, employment hovered around 5,000 and revenues have
been on a similar decline since 2006. Between 2000 and 2010, casino employment dropped over
37%. The total number of people visiting casinos declined from over 56 million in 2000 to
around 34 million in 2009. Casino revenue in Tunica dropped from about $1.6 billion in 2006 to
$950 million in 2015 (Seaman, 2016). The recent legalization of sports betting in Mississippi has
helped to reverse this trend but the decline is still evident in the county. What is causing this
decline?
Gambling in Tunica County is on the decline because of competition from other states.
At one point, Tunica County was a true hotspot for gambling in the region, attracting only 11%
of their visitors from inside the state. Tunica does not have as much of a strong hold in the region
as it once did. This is chiefly because of casinos opening in West Memphis, Arkansas and other
states bordering Mississippi. The overall contraction of the casino industry in Tunica means less
tax revenue for state and local governments, which is directly related to the amount of economic
development the county can afford. This seriously begs the question of whether Tunica County’s
success was short-lived? Are the economic benefits that the casino industry generates a
sustainable solution going into the future? What does the county need to accomplish in order to
be reestablishment the level of economic success that the county at the peak of the casino
industry in the early 2000s? All of these questions are necessary in order to evaluate the full
story of the Tunica Casino Industry.
The following chapter will present data that was gathered in interviews from
professionals from Tunica County and one from Lafayette County. The interviews provide a
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qualitative approach to the research that allows us to see what is going on in the county from an
on-the-ground perspective from the people who live and work in Tunica every day. The
information that they will provide is not going to be saturated with information that catches
headlines or generates clicks.
The interviews will provide an actual insight into what is going on with the casino
industry in the county and will provide the answers to the following research questions: 1) What
is the role of casino clusters in the economic development of Tunica County? 2) What is the role
of state and local policies and private investment in the development of the casino clusters in
Tunica County? 3) What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino clusters? 4)
Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for Tunica County
or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was? 5) Are there negative social and health
implications from the presence of the casino industry, if so to what extent? Answers to the
research questions will add the crucial detail to paint the story of Tunica through the framework
of the cluster literature discussed earlier.
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Chapter 3: The Role of Casino Clusters in the Economic Development of Tunica County
and the Long-Term Sustainability of the Industry
This chapter will present and analyze the data that was collected through the qualitative
interview process. The researcher conducted six semi-structured interviews in order to provide
answers to the research questions set forth at the beginning of the thesis. The interviews provided
insight into the purpose of the casino clusters as they serve to create economic development
through spill over into other areas and industries. The role of state and local policies and how
they play into the reinvestment of the casinos in the county is examined as well. The steps and
trends of the casino industry is explained too. The casinos developed out of ownership groups in
the 1990s and grew to large corporate groups in the present day. The interviews will assess
whether the current laws on the gaming industry are hindering the ability for people to reinvest in
the casinos. An evaluation must be made regarding how sustainable the industry is and how that
will work moving into the next decade. Finally, the interviews will provide a discussion on
whether crime and other socioeconomic issues are going to stem from the presence of the casino
industry in Tunica and if that emblematic of the gaming industry as a whole.
Each section will be dedicated to answering one of the research questions. The answer to
the research questions will address the role of the casino clusters in the economic development of
Tunica County and the sustainability of the casino industry in the long-term development of the
county’s economy. This data will lay the foundation for the policy recommendations that will be
presented and developed in the following chapter.
The interviews were conducted with five public figures who work in the government as
well as economic development sphere of Tunica County and one representative from Lafayette
County. The interviewees voluntarily participated in the interviews as representatives of their
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organizations instead of as individual persons. They were also informed prior to the interviews
that the information they provide will be used for educational purposes. The participants were
provided the interview questions before the interviews were conducted. Below is a list of
interview questions that were used:
1. Will you please introduce yourself and the organization you are working for. What are
its goals and history? What is your role?
2. What is the relationship of your organization with the Tunica casino industry?

3. How do you think that the Casinos have affected your work?

4. What differences have you noticed economically in the county of Tunica since the
casinos opened?

5. Do you think that the proximity of the casinos to Memphis has had an effect on the
county’s success in recent years?

6. Do you think that the casinos are a sustainable solution to economic development for
the county? Or will the benefits run out?

7. Do you think the County of Tunica has taken appropriate steps to harness the economic
capacity of the casinos?
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8. Are there any policy changes that could be made in order to optimize the casino
industry in the county?

9. Do you think there is a connection between the rates of crime, addiction, health
problems and/or other socioeconomic-related issues and the development of the
casinos?

10. Where do you see Tunica county without gaming?

11. What does your ideal Tunica County look like in 5 or 10 years?

The interview participants represent a broad range of organizations that are involved in the
economic development process in Tunica County.
Interview Participant
Webster Franklin

Organization They Represent
CEO of the Tunica County Tourism and
Visitors Bureau

Dr. Billy Willis

Tunica County Administrator

Jon Maynard

Lafayette County Chamber of Commerce and
Economic Development Foundation President

Lyn Arnold

Former Head of the Tunica County Chamber
of Commerce

James Dunn

Board Member, Tunica County Board of
Supervisors since 1994
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Charles Finkley

Current CEO of the Tunica County Chamber
of Commerce and Economic Development
Foundation, also representing the Tunica
County Foreign Trade Zone

What is the role of casino clusters in the economic development of Tunica County?
Casinos work to facilitate greater employment for the entire area. This is demonstrated
through spillovers in employment and growth in other industries. “Tunica County, Mississippi
(Table 5), had employment increases in all five sectors (manufacturing, retail services, financial,
construction, and casinos), with the largest increase in the services sector. Given that casino
gaming is the predominant industry in Tunica County, the data in Table 5 suggest that
employment increases in the various sectors can be attributed, in large part, to the introduction of
casino gaming. Overall payroll employment increased by over 1,900 percent since casino gaming
was introduced in 1992; a large portion of this increase (82 percent) is attributed to casino
employment.” (Garrett, 2004).

Source: Garrett, 2004
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Source: Garrett, 2004
It is clear from the data above that the casinos serve as the catalyst for economic
development in the county and that their spill over into other industries helped to improve the
economic standing of the community as a whole. In Table 5, one can see that all four industries
improved their employment metric between 1992, the year the first casino opened in Tunica, to
2001, one of the most profitable years for the casinos in the county. Employment in
manufacturing rose 63.7%, retail went up 83.3%, 1884.5% in the service industry, 28.6% in the
financial industry, and 300% for the construction industry. All major sectors of the Tunica
economy grow. It is important that this data does not include information regarding the
agricultural sector as this report did not encompass agricultural employment. On top of those
industries, the casinos grew their employment to 12,689 in that decade span, raising the county’s
total to 15,483 people employed for a percentage change of 1950%. It is notable also to mention
that the massive increase in the service industry is probably due to service industry positions
corresponding with travel and entertainment such as waiters, bartenders, and guest service
personnel.
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Building off of this data, the interviews confirm that the casinos serve as a central point to the
economic development of Tunica County:
“We could not be here without the casinos. My organization exists because of the gaming
industry entering the county. The casinos drastically changed the way of life for the citizens.
(Franklin).
When Webster Franklin arrived in Tunica, in 1994, “there was not a single stretch of fourlaved paved road in Tunica County, with only one stoplight at the intersection of Highway 61.”
(Franklin). Since then, the county has made massive improvements in infrastructure and
providing lodging to accommodate the booming casino industry. At the outset of the casino
industry, Tunica County had only 20 hotel rooms, but over the last 25 years, that number has
exploded to over 6000 hotel rooms, most of which are booked every weekend (Franklin).
Before the casinos were established in the county, Tunica’s economy mostly relied on
agriculture. After the casinos came, if someone did not work in the agricultural industry, they
now had a chance to move into the hospitality industry. The people working in Tunica County
finally had an opportunity for advancement instead of low-wage agricultural labor that benefited
the land owners. This development of opportunity has been all on the back of the gaming
industry:
“If gaming had not come to Tunica, the infrastructure would not have been developed in
order to position Tunica to facilitate the economic development in the matter in which it did”
(Franklin).
In the early 1990s, tourists could gamble in two places in the United States: Nevada and
Atlantic City. The gaming industry being established in Tunica was substantial for gamblers
nationally. Instead of having to drive to one of two coasts to gamble, tourists could take
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advantage of Tunica’s prime location to the I-40 and I-55 highways south of Memphis and
central location within the United States a whole:
“Tunica was within a day’s drive of 25% of the United States population” (Franklin).
Big picture, gaming brought Tunica County into the competitive light as a national tourist
hotspot.
The casino industry plays a major role in the overall development of the county because the
county government receives approximately 60% of their revenue from gaming. From a number’s
perspective, the casinos serve to sustain city government operations. They receive a portion of
the gaming revenue and take that into the county’s maintenance fund for improving roads and
bridges, housing development, and water and sewer infrastructure. Taking this leap by allowing
the gaming industry to colonize in the area has provided the resources to allow Tunica County to
improve their county infrastructure which has greatly increased the overall standard of living for
those who live and work in the county (Franklin).
Gaming also gave Tunica County the money to build the infrastructure necessary to entice
other industries to relocate to Tunica County. The goal of attracting other industry was to
diversify the economy to insulate the county’s economic health from market fluctuations and the
will of the gambling market. The success from the casinos not only drew other manufacturing
industry into the area but also highlighted the need for other tourists’ amenities. Tunica County
built new golf courses, an airport, an aquatic center, and completely renovated the county’s water
and sewage system with a maintenance fund to accompany the projects.
“The gambling revenue put the county in a position to where they could even subsidize monthly
water bills and waste pickup services for the residents. This led to an even lower cost of living
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for Tunica residents. Arnold explains how residents only paid $12 per month for those services
as opposed to nearly $50 per month if they lived in DeSoto County” (Arnold).
While gaming brought Tunica County into the 21st century, from the poorest county in the
United States to one of the more prosperous in Mississippi, it still lagged behind in affordable
housing development. While the casinos and their spill over succeeded in employing close to
15,000 people in the county, the lack of affordable housing in Tunica County prevented an
overall community increase in population and property value since many of the people who
worked in the casinos were not able to find housing in Tunica County specifically. The county
needs affordable housing in order to optimize the economic opportunity of the casinos (Dunn).
If the people who work in your community do not live there, they will not be as likely to
patronize the county’s shops, send their kids to neighborhood schools, and simply pay the sales
tax that is sent back to the municipality’s general fund. As the casinos grew in size and land
became more valuable, developers began to move to other areas with cheaper land. The casinos
did help improve the existing commercial development in the area, but building new commercial
sites became more difficult. Land in some cases could be prohibitively expensive for new groups
moving into the area. Therefore, they built new commercial development in neighboring DeSoto
County (Finkley).
What is the role of state and local policies and private investment in the development of the
casino clusters in Tunica County?
Mississippi was one of the first states outside of Nevada and New Jersey to allow
commercial casino gaming. When the Mississippi Legislature amended the Gaming Control Act
in 1990, the state agreed that gambling could be legal in counties bordering the Mississippi River
and along the Gulf Coast since the casino floor had to physically float. For Tunica County, this
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meant that the casinos needed to be placed on the unprotected side of the levee on the waterfront.
This meant that the casinos and surrounding properties were susceptible to flooding if the river
were to rise to an abnormal level. While this may have been the case, the free market stance that
the legislature took regarding competition allowed the industry to thrive as opposed to other
states such as Missouri and Illinois that established gaming laws at a similar time. Tunica not
only welcomed the competition; the industry grew because of the competition.
The challenge for Tunica County today is to continue spurring reinvestment in the casino
properties in Mississippi and the Tunica market itself. The laws in Mississippi have not kept up
with the changes that have taken place in the industry. In 2011, flooding from the Mississippi
River caused the casinos to be closed for a period of time. For a few months, thousands of people
were out of work for the casinos to be repaired from the water damage. That temporary closure
demonstrated how much the County depended on the casinos for their economic prosperity. With
the casinos being closed for repair, for a period of time, Tunica County was back at square one
from all of the progress they had made in the past decade.
From an investor standpoint, having to close your business every few years for a couple
of months is not a sustainable choice of investment. It is difficult to convince the corporations
who operate the casinos and the shareholders who own these corporations to continue putting
money into an endeavor that is at the mercy of mother nature when they can build and reinvest in
properties in other states without the same geographical restraint. There must be changes made to
the current gaming laws in Mississippi in order to optimize the economic capacity of the Tunica
Casino industry. Changes need to be made in order to continue having Tunica thrive as a
regional gambling destination. Using the Shultz Pipe Plant as an example, Tunica has been able
to attract other industries into the area as a result of the presence of the casinos (Dunn). These
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industries also create and provide jobs for local people in order to help the community as a whole
benefit. Those projects would not have located in Tunica had it not been for the casinos. While
continuous improvement is important, Mississippi needs to offer an incentive for capital
reinvestment in order to remain competitive in today’s gambling marketplace (Franklin).
What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino clusters?
Splash was the first casino to open in Tunica County in 1992. Sam’s Town came soon
after that in the summer of 1994 with 200 hotel rooms. About six months after that, Hollywood
Casino opened across the street from Sam’s Town with 250 hotel rooms. This trend would
continue over the next decade. The casino industry operated close to a dozen locations in Tunica
County over that time period. As it became evident that the gaming industry was expanding in
the county, a need developed to build hotel rooms to keep tourists coming and staying and let the
whole region know that Tunica County was the gambling destination of the South. As other
states began to allow gambling, Tunica lost their grip on the region and became less of a
gambling hotspot for the southeast.
“Due to their loss in market share and overall contraction of the industry, the number of
casinos has dropped down to six in 2022” (Franklin).
When the casino developers first approached DeSoto County to consider building casinos on
the county’s sections of the Mississippi River, the county turned them down. They were not
ready to make that leap into the gaming industry. Tunica County did not feel the same way and
immediately voted in favor of bringing gaming into the area after the state legislature made their
amendments to the Gaming Control Act in 1990 (Arnold). Tunica County was a perfect place to
put casinos according to the language of the statute. Tunica County is located right along the
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Mississippi River with a large amount of land touching the River itself that could be purchased
for commercial usage, such as gaming.
The system put in place by the Mississippi Legislature appeared to work for a few years, but
natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and Mississippi River flooding showed that the state
was limiting itself by limiting casino locations to the Mississippi River or the Gulf Coast. In
order to fully harness the optimal economic capacity of the casinos, it appears that casinos must
be able to move inland to facilitate their customers and provide a reliable, safe, gambling
experience shielded from weather events.
Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for Tunica
County or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was?
Before the gaming industry came into Tunica, the county’s budget was around $3
million. That was one of the lowest county budgets in the entire country. At the height of the
Tunica casino industry around the year 2000, the county was bringing in around $45 million per
year in gaming revenue. By this point, the county was barreling along in developing capital
improvement projects as well as bolstering public services such as the fire department and
sheriff’s office that grew from 6 officers to close to 100 officers. On top of that, the county took
steps to develop new water treatment and sewage system infrastructure to fix the image of
“America’s Ethiopia” dumping chamber pots in Sugar Ditch Alley like Jesse Jackson had
remarked in 1989. Roads were improved, teachers received raises, and new school programs
were introduced in the school district. As a whole, the county was able to completely provide a
new way of life for many of the citizens. The county tried to invest the money in the best
possible way for the maximum benefit for the county as a whole. This development was on the
back of massive demand for gambling in the area.
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Looking at the Tunica casino industry in 2022, there are obviously some changes that
have occurred in the gambling market since the early 1990s or even 2000. The number of tourists
who visit the area and gamble is not as high as it was twenty years ago, the number of people
who are employed in the industry and the county has decreased, and overall revenue that the
casino cluster brings in has decreased from over $1.2 billion per year to around $600 million per
year. Do those measures show that in fact the casino industry is not sustainable for the long-term
economic development of the county? That involves looking at the problem from several angles.
First, the casino industry itself has changed substantially since the first casinos were opened in
Tunica close to 30 years ago. Back then, there were about 20-25 major casino companies in the
United States. Today, there are about 10. There was also a mass consolidation in the industry
itself, not just in Tunica specifically. At one point, there were about a dozen casinos in Tunica
County, but through a process of mergers and acquisitions within the industry, that number has
decreased to 6 casino properties as of 2022. These mergers were largely fueled by the fact that
one corporation owned multiple properties in Tunica County and it only made sense
economically to operate one property as opposed to multiple when they are all competing for the
same visitors (Franklin).
In response to the overall contraction in the casino industry and lowered revenues going
to the county, the municipal government and other organizations such as the Chamber of
Commerce have stepped in to supplement the economic support through initiatives to diversify
the economy further. The Chamber of Commerce works hard to achieve diversified economic
development in the county. One of their main goals of economic diversification in Tunica
County is to bring in more, affordable housing development in order to continue bringing in
faces into the casinos and keeping that money within the county. While the Chamber does their
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work to diversify the economy, the county government must capitalize on the opportunity they
have to continue developing the economic aspects of the casino industry to solidify the casinos
as the economic base of Tunica County. With a more solid economic anchor, the county will be
able to better navigate market fluctuations and downturns (Finkley).
This whole dynamic reinforces the need for a change in the state law for Tunica County
to be able to optimize the economic benefit they receive from the casinos. The location of the
casinos specified in the state law limits the ability for the county to receive fully economic
potential of the casinos. For the Tunica Casinos to be a profitable, sustainable economic driver to
secure reinvestment in the area, this is a critical move that must be taken. Flooding from the
Mississippi River in 2011 closed down gaming for multiple months. The residual economic
effects from the downed casinos hurt the community even further causing the community-funded
after-school program and teacher pay raise initiative to be cancelled. The market demand for
gambling did not decrease as the Tunica casinos were being repaired. Opportunistic casino
developers took advantage of new laws in West Memphis, Arkansas to address the market
demand for gambling in the area. They built casinos and welcomed new customers, some of
whom never came back to Tunica. Tunica would not have felt the effects of West Memphis
joining the gambling market as much if their casinos were not in disrepair. Changing the location
of the casinos is of utter importance for continued sustainable growth in the area (Dunn).
5) Are there negative social and health implications from the presence of the casino
industry, if so to what extent?
One of the original arguments against the establishment of the casino industry in the
United States and in Mississippi was the issue of morality. Gambling would promote
degenerative behavior such as excessive drinking, driving under the influence, and soliciting
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prostitution that would harm the community. Allowing the kind of behavior that would harm the
community is morally impermissible and therefore, gambling should be banned. That logical
sequence could not be farther from the truth of the reality in Tunica County. Looking at general
crime statistics, the number of crimes prosecuted in the county has risen since the casinos
opened. That is not abnormal whatsoever. When you take an area with only 10,000 people and
then open casinos that bring in millions of visitors from all across the Southeast every year, it
only makes sense that aggregate crime rates would increase due to the overall increased traffic in
the area.
“Overall instances of crime may have increased but by no means was the situation in
Tunica County an unnatural rise in crime” (Franklin).
To their credit, Tunica County has also done their proper care to keep industries such as
prostitution, which sometimes associated with nightlife, out of the casinos in the county. The
casinos may not be a family environment per se, but they definitely do not promote crime or
attract criminals (Arnold).
Another factor to keep in mind is that the Tunica County Sheriff’s Department
substantially increased the number of officers on the force during the first decade that the casinos
were open. More resources allow more officers to patrol the streets and are therefore more likely
to catch criminals. Law enforcement has become a major priority since the casinos opened and
the county makes a point to have officers in the casinos. The casinos should be an environment
where people feel safe to come and enjoy themselves. If guests enjoy themselves too much, there
are also programs in place in order to help people get assistance for compulsive gambling and
other high-risk behaviors sometimes associated with gambling. Since the gambling industry for
the area has scaled back, the number of deputies on the street at one time has also decreased due
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to less traffic coming through the area (Dunn). A common misconception about the casino
industry is that gambling attracts younger people looking to have fun and party. A good amount
of the casino goers are older people – retirees who have substantial disposable income. Many of
those choosing to gamble in Tunica have well above the means to do so. Regardless, the benefits
of the casino industry outweigh any perceived negative aspects of the gaming industry. While
crime or addiction may be sometimes associated with gambling and casinos, this common
misconception is not unfounded. This is just not the case for the casinos in Tunica County.
Conclusion
The casino clusters serve as the economic driver for development in Tunica County. They
are the anchor that all other development revolves around. Current laws in place at the state level
are harming the chances of reinvestment into the casinos in Tunica. Investors are hard to
convince to support initiatives that will be out of commission due to natural disasters every few
years. First opening their doors in 1992, the Tunica Casino industry grew rapidly up to a dozen
locations by the year 2000. Over the past twenty years, the number of casinos in the county has
contracted back to six locations. This is due to an overall contraction in the casino industry
across the country as well as competition from other areas who have allowed gaming since
Tunica did. Crime rose in proportion to the higher traffic in the area but that is not abnormal for
development of that scale. While the casinos are seeing less customers and overall revenue, they
are still a sustainable economic solution for the county, but they are not being optimized.
Changes to the state law must be made that allow the Tunica casinos to move inland for the
industry to realize its full economic potential.
Building off of the data presented in this chapter, the next chapter will present some
policy recommendations that should be taken in order to address the problems identified from the
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data. These recommendations will center mainly on how the county can maximize the economic
benefit generated by the casino industry in Tunica County. The data from the qualitative
interviews have addressed and provide substantive answers to all of the research questions and
some next possible steps emerge. Simply put, the Tunica County casino industry is held down by
the state’s laws and change must be made to optimize the economic capacity of the industry.
Until the economic power is at its maximum point, the county government and other entities like
the Chamber of Commerce will not be able to satisfactorily complete their mission to spur
economic development and provide the highest standard of living possible for residents of
Tunica County. These policy recommendations will serve as the actionable steps the state
legislature can take in order to help improve the economy in Tunica County and the Mississippi
Delta Region as a whole.
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Chapter 4: Policy Recommendations to Maximize the Economic Capacity of the Casino
Industry
Chapter 3 presented the qualitative data from the interview process. From the interviews,
the data identified that the casinos are in fact the central driver of economic development for
Tunica County. They also showed how current laws negatively affect investment in the casino
industry, outlined the history and trends of the development of the casino industry in Tunica
County, examined briefly some socioeconomic issues commonly associated with the gambling
industry, then lastly assessed long-term sustainability of the industry as a driver of economic
development into the future. This chapter will develop state and local policy recommendations to
be delivered to the Mississippi Gaming Commission, the Mississippi State Legislature, and the
Mississippi Congressional Delegation. Three main policy recommendations will be developed
and evaluated in this chapter: moving gaming inland from the river, establishing a special tax
status for unincorporated Tunica County, and affordable housing subsidies or supports to entice
building housing development in the county.
As of now, the casinos serve as the central force of economic development for Tunica
County. The casinos are sustainable because they should continue to bring economic benefits to
the citizens through the form of community-supported economic development. While the casinos
may be sustainable in the sense that they will continue to bring economic benefits to the area, the
industry is not operating at the optimum level of output for community development. Current
laws in place are holding back the true level of economic development that the county will be
able to receive from the casino revenue in the form of taxes and spillover from growth in the
casino industry. At this point, innovative solutions are needed to address this market inefficiency
to allow the county government and community development organizations like the Chamber of
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Commerce to harness the maximum economic power of the casinos for the county to be in the
best position economically.
In order to address this problem, it is necessary to follow the steps of problem solving.
First, identify the problem with the status quo. Next, develop criteria for solving the problem.
Then, generate policy alternatives for the problem to be addressed. After that, assess the policy
alternatives based on certain policy analysis metrics such as effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and
political feasibility. Finally, select and implement the policy alternative that will best address the
problem identified based on which criteria is most important to the solving the problem (Kraft
and Furlong, 2017).
Each of these policy alternatives will be examined through a framework that will provide
background and explain the logic behind the recommendation, the positive and negatives of each
policy, the steps that need to be taken in order to implement the policy, and lastly assess the
policy through the important evaluative criteria of policy analysis selected for this research:
effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political feasibility. Effectiveness shows “whether policy
outcomes show that the policy was successful at addressing the problem” and efficiency “is a
highly valued criterion that uses economic concepts to assess the costs of the policy relative to its
effectiveness” where the benefits of a given policy should outweigh the costs posed to society
(Kraft and Furlong, 2017). When examining the efficiency criterion, assume that cost-benefit
analysis, which weights the cost of the policy against its projected benefits in terms of dollars
and utility, is being used. Equity refers to “whether the policy process is fair” but also looks at
how equitable the resulting policy outcomes will be (Kraft and Furlong, 2017). Lastly, political
feasibility looks at how key policy actors will react to a proposal and looks at how likely it will
be that a certain policy alternative will get traction and become actionable policy.
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The policy analysis process that will occur below, known as rational decision making,
will follow closely with the steps of problem solving found in Kraft and Furlong’s 2017 book
Public Policy: Politics, Analysis, and Alternatives: problem identification, developing criteria,
generating policy alternatives, selecting the best alternative, evaluate the policy decision using
the effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political feasibility framework. This process is heavily
rooted in political approaches as advocates for change will be using data to argue for their desire
political position (Kraft and Furlong, 2017).
Policy recommendation #1: Moving Gaming Inland
Moving gaming inland would lobby the Mississippi State Legislature to amend the
Gaming Control Act in order to allow the casinos in Tunica County to build facilities and
conduct business away from the waterfront, like it was stipulated in the original legislation in
1990. After assessing all of the data collected, moving the casinos inland seems to be the most
straightforward way to maximize the economic power of the casino industry for the residents of
Tunica County.
In earlier chapters, it was mentioned that the current law for the casino industry requires
that the casinos touch the Mississippi River. For Tunica County, that means that the casinos must
be built on the unprotected side of the levee which is vulnerable to flooding damage. As long as
the casinos are at risk of closing temporarily, there will be two problems: lack of reinvestment in
the casino industry and a market inefficiency where the casinos are unable to operate at their
maximum economic potential due to artificial market intervention. The State Legislature made
considerations for the Gulf Coast casinos after Hurricane Katrina. The legislature decided that
the unpredictable weather events would be harmful in the long-term to the industry so they made
an exception for the casinos on the Gulf Coast to move inland from the water (The Associated
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Press, 2006). Allowing the casinos along the Gulf Coast to move inland helped jumpstart the
area’s economy after the disaster, incentivizing new building projects and soaring property
values. Allowing casinos to build and operate inland is consideration that the legislature could
easily make for Tunica County casinos located along the Mississippi River as well using the
same logic.
Implications
Making a change to the Gaming Control Act has tremendous possibilities for economic
development for the county. If the State Legislature approves this change, Tunica County
officials predict gambling revenues could increase in the hundreds of millions if not billions of
dollars. Taking the initiative to allow casino developers to place casinos further inland such as
along Highway 61 in Tunica County can completely revitalize the gaming industry in Tunica
County. National casino companies such as MGM would have an incentive to rebuild new casino
properties along major transportation routes that will attract more visitors than before.
There are some possible negatives that need to be addressed with this policy change, but
they are mostly unfounded. Critics of moving the casinos inland could argue that moving the
casinos away from their specified areas along the Mississippi River would lead to issues of
immoral behavior spreading. Those same people probably did not want to have casinos built in
the area in the first place and continue to push an outdated and untrue ideology. As the data has
shown in the previous chapter, the rates of crime have risen since the casinos came to Tunica
County. This rise is crime is not unnatural though. It can be logically expected in a situation
where you take a county with only 10,000 residents primarily relying upon old agricultural
practices and inject millions of visitors every year and over a billion dollars in revenue to see a
few more instances of property crime and driving under the influence arrests. The city grows,
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more people come into the town, and more resources means more police officers can be paid for
to patrol the streets. Having more police officers out and about will be more likely to catch
criminals, in turn raising aggregate crime rates.
What would be required of this policy recommendation?
Moving the casinos inland would require a vote by the Mississippi State Legislature
which could prove to be difficult if advocacy efforts are not executed properly. It is almost
always politically advantageous for a politician to vote for policy change that will spur economic
development for their constituents. From a purely economic standpoint, it would make sense for
the Mississippi legislators to vote to approve the changes to the existing legislation because it
would maximize the economic development power of the county. Other arguments may pose that
some legislators may not want to make changes to the laws that could possibly affect their own
counties, but that is based on a faulty assumption. If the casinos are allowed to move away from
the Mississippi River, they will be able to reach their maximum economic power for the market
that is available right now. In turn, greater economic success and overall revenues in Tunica
County will send greater amounts of money back to the state’s general fund in the form of sales
and gaming taxes sending greater amounts of money to each county.
Policy Evaluation
Effectiveness: For the effectiveness measure, moving the casinos inland seems to be very
attractive in this sense. According to the problems identified -- market inefficiency in the
county’s casinos -- this seems to solve the problem the most directly. Allowing casinos to move
and operate away from a flood danger zone will bring in more customers and entice casino
developers to reinvest in the industry where they were reluctant before due to periodic flooding
that would temporarily shut down the casinos. Ideally, the casinos will also be built in the heart
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of their customer base in a more tourist-friendly area along transportation arteries such as
Interstate Highway 61.
Efficiency: By the economic definition of efficiency, this policy recommendation is the most
efficient option. Being able to have maximized economic value signals efficiency in the system.
Efficiency is always an important metric of policy evaluation. Seeing how much benefit each
dollar creates based on different policy decisions shows how well you are a steward of your
resources. From a cost-benefit standpoint, this policy option is appealing. It may cost a few
million dollars for a developer to build a new casino property, but generating hundreds of
millions in revenue in the following years will pay off later on. This aspect of cost-benefit
analysis will be an important selling point to the members of the legislature as many politicians
in Mississippi are concerned with the fiscal implications of any proposed changes they are voting
on. One important thing to keep in mind is that this policy option will not be able to use existing
infrastructure so the benefits from selecting this option will not be seen on county balance sheets
for a few years.
Equity: Equity is a more difficult metric to quantify for this policy. Various members of the
community in Tunica County will be affected at different levels by the greater amounts of
economic development coming into the area. Those who already make a substantial income and
can largely support themselves without any governmental assistance will not be aided in the
same magnitude as those who are in less stable financial situations. Equity also can examine who
will be receiving benefits at the expense of those who will be harmed. No one is being harmed in
this case. Jobs will be created in moving the casinos in construction to build the new projects.
With new facilities, the casinos should be hiring more workers as it is unlikely the new facilities
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will require less workers than before. The old casino properties will still be operational while the
new facilities are being built so casino employees will not be out of work either.
Political Feasibility: Some of the officials from the interviews indicated that this proposal may
be difficult to pass. Obviously, this will take some advocacy efforts in speaking to legislators and
shaping public opinion around the issue. In a simpler sense, these legislators will be voting on a
project that will bring jobs to Mississippi and send more tax revenue to the state’s general fund
to improve roads, bridges, schools, and other important public services. This is a win-win for
Tunica County itself and the State of Mississippi as a whole.
Policy Recommendation #2: Change of Tax Status for Unincorporated Areas of Tunica
County
The State of Mississippi should grant Tunica County a special taxing district for the
unincorporated areas of the county to be included in the same sales taxes that go back to the
municipality. This would give casinos a similar tax status that the Universities in the state have.
The casinos in Tunica County are located in unincorporated areas of Tunica County since it
would have been too expensive to maintain them in incorporated areas of the county due to
requirements to be included in incorporated areas such as maintaining a governing entity and
certain level of public services. Because the casinos are in unincorporated areas, the county
government does not receive their 18% share of the 7% sales tax collected by the state they
would if the casinos were located physically in Tunica County. The county has been asking for
years to help divert this money back to the county. This money being diverted back to the county
will help ensure that the economic capacity of the casinos will be optimized since the county will
be able to provide substantially more economic development and benefits to the residents in the
area.

66

The base sales tax for the state of Mississippi is 7%. Eighteen percent of that 7% goes
back to the municipality where that sale took place. The municipality can use that revenue for
whatever they would like. The casinos on the Gulf Coast are located in cities already so they get
that 18% of the sales tax instead of it going back to the state. That has helped them develop the
area around the casinos on the Coast significantly. Tunica does not have the resources in place to
incorporate the areas around their casinos so a special tax status is required to allow the
municipality to collect the sales tax revenue to further develop the county. Incorporation requires
a mayor, a Board of Aldermen or similar organization, and a police staff. That would be
significant money for the county to take on. Therefore, a special tax status would be more fitting
for the area.
From 2007 to 2018, tourists spent over $10 billion dollars in Tunica County. Nearly a
billion dollars went to the state in the form of sales tax. If the sales from the unincorporated areas
would have been directed back to the county, Tunica County could have received over $200
million to use to develop the county further. With the current rules in place, the county only
received $6 million in sales tax revenue along with their gaming taxes. Retroactively speaking,
this policy would have generated over $200 million for Tunica County’s government to build
new roads, schools, and spur new economic development in the area. That is a substantial
amount of money that the county did not get to take advantage of because of unnecessary rules
regarding incorporation in the state.
Similar to moving the casinos inland, creating a special taxing district will require
legislative action from the State of Mississippi. Advocacy efforts will be needed to create public
awareness around the issue and put the Tunica County casinos on the legislative agenda. A
rational legislator should be in favor of creating this special taxing district because it will not
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only create greater revenue for the state but will directly allow Tunica County to take their fair
share of the sales taxes that are generated in their county. The money generating from the casinos
comes from the areas that were built with funds that Tunica County government has absorbed
over the years and other counties have enjoyed their investment.
Policy Evaluation
Effectiveness: Creating the special taxing district could be incredibly effective in creating more
revenue for the county government, but it does not directly address the specific problem of
market inefficiency that was identified. On the other hand, the end goal with the Tunica Casino
industry is to maximize the economic benefits from the casino industry going to the county
government that will be put toward the people. While the physical operations of the casinos will
not be changed, the economic benefits to the county could be tremendous. Using the numbers
from previous years, this move could raise the county budget by almost 25% from about $58
million annually close to $80 million. That would be a substantial increase raising Tunica’s
budget to the largest county budget in the entire Memphis Metro Area as Shelby County’s FY
2022 budget was $69 million. That would make Tunica County become the county with the
largest spending power of the entire Memphis metropolitan area.
Efficiency: The efficiency of creating the special taxing district makes it an appealing option
moving forward. Creating the taxing district is a much quicker option and will not cost anywhere
near as much as building new casino properties away from the river. The County will be able to
use existing infrastructure to create massive increases in county operating budgets that can go
directly to educational, transportation, and housing development efforts. While it could take
some advocacy efforts, the special taxing district can be immediately implemented as well. The
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7% sales tax that is already collected by the State will just redirect 18% of that 7% back to
Tunica County.
Equity: Equity-wise this is also difficult to quantify. The citizens of Tunica County will see an
overall increase in benefits to their community because the county government will be able to
provide more services with increased revenue bases coming from the newly-added sales tax.
Similar to moving the casinos inward, the special taxing district will benefit those who rely more
on government services than those who do not. Everyone in the county will benefit from the
overall economic stimulus that the county will receive in the form of improved public services
such as roads and bridges and fire safety.
Political Feasibility: Creating the special taxing district should be a politically advantageous
move that state legislators would want to support. They would be voting to increase overall
economic benefits for their constituents. A possible barrier to the special taxing district could be
that some legislators could feel that Tunica County is taking an unfair amount of money away
from the rest of the counties since a percentage of the sales tax from the general fund would be
redirected back to the county. That logic is unfounded. If Tunica County can have that money to
continue developing their county and build up the Tunica casinos to where they can attract
visitors from all over the region again, then all of Mississippi will benefit from the residual
economic benefits. Another response to that argument is that Tunica County had to foot the bill
upfront in order to establish the infrastructure necessary to even generate the economic benefits
that the other counties have enjoyed from the casino revenue.
Policy Recommendation #3: Affordable Housing Supports
Tunica County should vote to provide affordable housing supports to their residents in
the form of subsidies or rent-controlled housing developments specifically inhabited by people
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who work in the county. This would have the purpose of providing a set amount of housing for
people who work in the county to live there as well. As it was mentioned in earlier chapters, a
barrier to community development in Tunica County centers on the inability to maintain people
living in the area due to rising land values due to the success of the casinos. While having rising
land value is not something to complain about, it will hinder overall community development if
the people who work in the county can no longer afford to live there due to raising land values
and higher rent costs.
If Tunica County is going to continue to invest in economic development, they must also
focus on community development. In order to fully seize the economic development, the county
should strive to improve the standard of living in the area. Forcing people out of their homes is
not improving the standard of living. Providing government-subsidized housing developments or
incentivizing private developers to build affordable housing in the area to keep people who work
in the county living there will have help the entire process of community development. Those
who work in the county and also live there will patronize local businesses, pay property taxes,
and some will become active members of their community. It is in the county’s best interest to
keep as many people who work in Tunica County living there as well due to the overall
community development potential that living and working in the same place bring. While the
county could provide affordable housing to people in Tunica County, providing something as
crucial as housing brings up some possible concerns. Can Tunica County afford to take on the
responsibility to provide housing? Does the county want to take this on? Is such a large and
sensitive expenditure such as where people live the best use of their money right now?
If the county can fund the initiative, this should only require agreement from the county
officials in the Board of Supervisors and be executed by the County Administrator. It
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immediately comes to mind is how the county would pay for this initiative. The county would be
keeping money in the county in the form of getting more people to live there but the casinos
would not be growing in size or gaining more money in that time period. The county government
would have to upfront the cost of the program before they can receive any economic benefits in
the long-term from the changes in having more people housed physically in the county.
Policy Evaluation
Effectiveness: This will be effective in helping insulate the economic benefits to be kept in the
county. This does not make any changes in the casinos themselves but could be a good thing
over the years after this is implemented. It was mentioned earlier that if the casinos are
employing more people to come work in the area, the community itself will not develop as fast
as if the employees also live in Tunica County. If they also live in Tunica County, the additional
residents’ sales taxes, property taxes, and other economic activity in the area will give the county
government more reign to provide economic support to those who live in the county. This option
will also provide job opportunities for those to build new housing developments on top of
existing housing development.
Efficiency: Similar to building new casinos, the economic benefits from subsidizing housing or
building new housing developments will take a few months if not years before the county
realizes the economic benefit from more people living within the county’s borders. Overall, this
option will provide higher overall economic benefits for the county than before. It may take a
while to physically see these benefits, but having an increased overall population will increase
economic activity. When efficiency is maximized, economic prosperity usually should follow.
Will it bring as much new revenue as building new casinos or having access to special tax status?
Maybe, but it will certainly keep people who work in Tunica County living in Tunica County.
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Equity: The equity behind this solution will hinge upon who will be the beneficiary of these
housing developments. Many of those who work in the Tunica casinos live outside of the county
because of the lack of housing development in the area for them. This is a chief barrier to the
community development described above. This policy alternative should level the playing field
for those who physically live in the county to be able to gain access to gainful employment in the
casinos and also not be required to commute long distances every day for work.
Political Feasibility: This policy recommendation is an initiative that the county and local
government could work to implement by a vote of the Board of Supervisors. Assuming that the
county can afford an endeavor of this sort, the Board of Supervisors should be open to adopting
this idea as this idea was brought forth in the interviews by a current board member. If costs are a
barrier to implementation, the county could apply for state and federal funding to help offset the
costs. To a member of the Board of Supervisors, this option would be politically advantageous
for them to support. They provide housing to their constituents as well as spur economic
development in the form of construction jobs and other employment that would be associated
with building new housing development.
Conclusion
Chapter 4 has presented three policy recommendations to address the market inefficiency
in the casino industry and maximize the economic benefits for the residents of Tunica County.
Moving gaming inland, establishing a special taxing district for the unincorporated areas, and
providing support for affordable housing development are three options that will be the best fit
moving forward in order to maximize the benefits of the Tunica Casino industry. By the
measures of effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political feasibility, each of these policy
recommendations has their positives and negatives. Each option has their strengths over the
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others in certain areas but no option is all out bad. Each option will serve their purpose to address
the market inefficiency and increase the overall amount of economic benefit that the county
government can provide to the residents of Tunica County through community development and
capital improvement projects.
This chapter is crucial to the work as a whole because this chapter recommends three
policy options for what the county should be do moving forward in order to maximize the
benefits of the casino industry in Tunica. These are the recommendations that will be made to the
State Legislature as well as the Mississippi Gaming Commission. This chapter also serves as a
framework for community development efforts in areas of similar size and scale. Tunica County
went from literally the poorest county in the United States to one that leads the State of
Mississippi in many categories all on the back of the Tunica Casino industry and the cluster in
which it developed out of. Now, the industry serves as a beacon of tourism for gamblers all
around the Southeast and brought what was once a town with the semblance of a developing
country into the twenty-first century.
The final chapter of this thesis will wrap up the story of the Tunica County Casino
Industry. It will assess the contribution to the literature of agglomeration theory in the greater
field of economics as it relates to community development. It will also evaluate the contribution
to public policy for the future and provide final remarks on the work as a whole.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Wrap-Up of the Tunica County Casino Industry Story
This final chapter of the thesis will summarize the content presented so far in the previous
chapters, discuss the contribution to agglomeration literature as a whole as well possible
shortcomings in the research. It will also provide a starting block for future research done on the
economic development for Tunica County as well as agglomeration theory and economic
development in itself in general. This research provides an example of ground-up community
development based on a centrally anchored industry into the area. The casinos serve as the
nucleus for economic development in the area and through the process of spillover have
increased the overall economic standing of the county which has enticed other industries to come
to Tunica as well.
The origins of this research came from sources of quantitative data that indicate that the
casinos built Tunica County from an economy representative of a developing country to one that
is healthy and prospering. In the ten-year period since the casinos opened, billions of dollars in
revenue have been generated out of the casino industry in the county. The amount of people
applying for government assistance dropped from over half of the population to under 17%,
TANF applications went from 19.2% to barely over 2%, and unemployment claims were cut in
half as well during that time period. Based on a few metrics, it appeared that the casinos
transformed Tunica County, once the nation’s poorest to a relatively economically prosperous
one in a few short years. The quantitative piece of the puzzle has been addressed, but now there
seemed to be a gap in the literature. Does this economic development also apply to qualitative
research? Will speaking with people who have lived and worked in the county confirm these
findings?
The research was conducted in three stages:
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1) Gathering research about the development of Tunica County and the casino industry
grounded in agglomeration (cluster) theory literature. This foundational information was the
basis for chapters 1 and 2.
2) From the quantitative research collected, five research questions emerged from the
data that would lead the conversations in the interviews conducted with Tunica County officials.
Concise answers to these research questions will be presented later in the chapter.
- What is the role of casino clusters in the economic development of Tunica County?
- What is the role of state and local policies and public and private investment in the
development of the casino clusters in Tunica County?
- What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino clusters?
- Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for Tunica
County or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was?
- Are there negative social and health implications from the presence of the casino industry, if so
to what extent?
Chapter 3 presented the qualitative data that emerged from the interview process and identified
problems of market inefficiency due to current state laws in place that can be addressed through
the policy analysis process that was presented in chapter 4.
3) The data from the interviews led the researcher to craft and evaluate three policy
recommendations presented in Chapter 4. These recommendations consisted of moving the
casinos inland from the waterfront, establishing a special taxing district for the unincorporated
areas of Tunica County, and encouraging support for affordable housing initiatives. These three
recommendations were assessed with evaluative criteria of effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and
political feasibility. These evaluative criteria are crucial to the process of implementing a new
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policy option moving forward. The evaluative criteria look at each policy option across four
different dimensions to assess how well the policy will address the identified problem
(effectiveness), how much benefit will be brought about per dollar spent on each option
(efficiency), how each option will affect populations differently and how the benefits will be
distributed (equity), and how likely support will be gathered by key policy actors necessary to
make the policy change possible (political feasibility).
Central Argument
The casino clusters serve as the anchor of economic development for the county. They
developed out of an era of opportunism in the area. The county government saw an opportunity
in 1991 and subsequently the casinos themselves generated massive demand for employment as
well as the service industry and construction work. The spillover from the casino industry served
to develop the entire county in massive proportions, confirming that the Tunica Casinos are in
fact an example of an agglomeration, or cluster. Current laws in place do not incentivize
reinvestment in the Tunica County casinos since their location along the Mississippi River puts
the casinos in a vulnerable position due to flooding from the river. If flooding can put the casinos
out of commission for a few months every few years, it is difficult to convince developers to
continue pouring their money into the area. The Casino industry in Tunica grew to up to a dozen
locations by the year 2000. This was the peak of the casino industry in terms of numbers of
visitors and annual revenue at over $1 billion and over 10 million visitors per year.
Tunica’s development can be described in three stages. Stage 1: America’s Ethiopia: Tunica
County was the poorest county in the United States. Residents lacked running water, plumbing,
and basic public services. This was where the county was before the gaming industry. Stage 2:
The uptick in the gambling industry: The gambling industry massively developed the county
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where the government and other organizations built new infrastructure to attract new industries
into the area and provide a higher standard of living for the people. The infrastructure allowed
the county to flourish on the back of the casino industry. Stage 3: Tunica Today: Modern day
casino gaming continues to bring in substantial revenues for the county but there are
improvements that should be made still. Market inefficiencies due to current state laws exist and
changes need to be made to the law in order to fully harness the economic power of the casino
industry.
The casinos are sustainable for economic development in Tunica County. It may be true that
the casinos are not seeing as much revenue or as many annual visitors as they once were, but that
does not mean that the economic development benefits that come from the industry operating in
the area are running out. Until the laws stifling economic efficiency can be changed, the county
will continue to diversify their economy to attract other industry into the area to supplement the
economic development from the casino industry. In order to maximize the economic benefits of
the casino industry, the State must act to change the laws to improve efficiency as well as spur
investment in the industry.
The thesis established the casino clusters as the central economic driver in Tunica
County. It defined how the cluster functions to build up economic development for the county by
gathering qualitative information from six interviews from county officials in Tunica County.
Interviews with Webster Franklin, Billy Willis, Jon Maynard, Lyn Arnold, James Dunn, and
Charles Finkley. Franklin serves as the CEO of the Tunica County Tourism and Visitors Bureau,
Dr. Willis serves as the Tunica County Administrator, Jon Maynard is the Lafayette County
Chamber of Commerce and Economic Development Foundation President, Lyn Arnold is the
previous head of the Tunica County Chamber of Commerce, James Dunn has been an elected
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member of the Tunica County Board of Supervisors since 1994, and Charles Finkley is the
current head of the Tunica County Chamber of Commerce. The data from those interviews serve
to confirm the numerous amounts of quantitative data available regarding the central role that the
casino industry plays in economic development of Tunica County. The interviews confirm the
quantitative data at the foundation of the thesis as well as gives a new dimension to the research
available in the current literature on agglomeration theory in the sense that this research provides
a qualitative, people-centered perspective on the casino industry and theories of economic
development as opposed to purely quantitative data.
Concise Answers to the Research Questions
Research question #1: What is the role of casino clusters in the economic development
of Tunica County?
The Casino clusters are the central driver of economic development in the county.
As a result of the colocation of the casino properties, the development of the casino
industry also served to develop the rest of the county through a process of spillover.
Spillover means that the economic benefits that are generated from the casino operations
are able to improve other areas of the economy as well such as small businesses and food
service. The casino clusters have completely transformed the landscape of Tunica County
and are the main reason for the major uptick in economic development for the area since
the late 1980s. Before the casinos came to town, Tunica was the poorest county in the
United States. Now, Tunica leads the state in many aspects due to the residual economic
effects stemming from the casino industry in the county.
Research question #2: What is the role of state and local policies and public and private
investment in the development of the casino clusters in Tunica County?
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Current state and local policies have hindered the economic potential of the Tunica
casino industry. Arbitrary aspects of the laws set by the State Legislature regarding the locations
of the casinos are holding the casinos back from operating at their optimal level. In Tunica, the
casinos are forced to operate in locations unappealing to investors along the water where their
properties are susceptible to periodic and devastating flooding from the Mississippi River. As a
result of the rules for casino locations, the casinos are also operated in unincorporated areas of
Tunica County as it would be not be feasible to build the casinos in the municipality itself. Until
the casinos can be moved from the water, the county will continue to struggle convince
developers to invest substantial funding in the casino industry and the county will lose out on
sales taxes they would receive if the casinos were located within the municipality.
Research question #3-4: What were the steps and trends of the development of the casino
clusters? Does the casino industry actually facilitate sustainable economic development for
Tunica County or is it an extractive industry like cotton once was?
The State Legislature originally amended the Gaming Control Act in 1990. In 1991, the
county opted in to the casino industry, an easy choice since Tunica County met the rules of the
gambling perfectly due to their expansive access to the Mississippi River. In 1992, the first
casino in Tunica County opened and the industry blew up from there. Over the next decade with
a peak around the year 2000, the casino industry in Tunica grew to nearly a dozen casino
locations attracting millions of visitors and bringing in over $1 billion in gambling revenue per
year. While the number of visitors and amount of revenue has decreased in the twenty years
since then mostly due to competition in other areas from more recently established casinos and
an overall contraction in the gambling industry, the casinos in Tunica are still a sustainable
economic solution to the continued economic development in the area. The benefits that they
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casinos bring to the economy should not run out. Tunica County officials predict there will
always be some level of demand for gambling in this area, so the casinos should serve to support
the county economy for years to come. Since the casinos are not currently able to operate at their
optimal level, policy change is necessary to give the casinos their maximum economic capacity
to help the residents of Tunica find bountiful employment and enjoy the same standard of living
as other counties in Mississippi and the Memphis Metropolitan Area.
5) Are there negative social and health implications from the presence of the casino
industry, if so to what extent?
The main arguments against the establishment of the casino industry and its continued
proliferation center on the expected possible negative social and health implications the casinos
would bring. Those arguments are unfounded because the data clearly show that the casinos do
not cause crime and are not a public nuisance. While the aggregate crime rate in Tunica County
increased after the establishment of the casino industry, as one would logically expect when
millions of people start flooding into an area that usually is home to only 10,000 residents, that
increase is not caused by a preconceived negative nature associated with the casinos. The rise in
crime is not an unnatural phenomenon. It is simply what happens when you have more people
coming into an area and a county government with a larger enforcement budget to give to the
Sheriff. Moreover, the casinos actively work to protect patrons and keep criminal activity such as
drug sales and prostitution out of their facilities. Dispelling these misconceptions about crime
and immorality is important in convincing entities such as the State Legislature to allow the
casinos to move away from the water, since many of their arguments against the casinos are
centered around these misconceived notions about the negative externalities that will result from
the presence of the industry.
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Chapter 4 presents three policy recommendations that must be implemented to address
the problem of economic inefficiency for the Tunica County casino industry. Inefficiencies
created by outdated state laws requiring casinos to be located along the Mississippi River and
preventing municipalities from accessing sales taxes generated in unincorporated areas must be
addressed for the county government to maximize their economic development efforts.
Policy recommendations:
1) Amend Mississippi law to allow casinos operating in Tunica County to move inland from
the waterfront.
2) Establish a special taxing district for the unincorporated areas of Tunica County.
3) Tunica County works with state and federal actors to provide support for affordable
housing initiatives.
Each of the three policy recommendations was assessed along the evaluative criteria of
effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political feasibility. Each recommendation has their own
strong positive aspects and some of them have their own negative aspects.
Moving the casinos inward will stimulate economic development by fixing concerns
associated with reinvestment in the industry. Disastrous flooding in 2011 closed the Tunica
casinos for a substantial time that year. Casino developers in other areas seized their opportunity
in the market and provided gambling services in other areas. Some clientele who never would
return to gambling in Tunica. This plan would require substantial time and resources to build
new casino properties, but the prospective employment opportunities make this option enticing.
Establishing a special taxing district is also quite effective in assisting Tunica County
maximize their economic potential. Establishing the taxing district, something already in place
with Universities and college towns, is a proposal that can be immediately implemented upon
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approval because this can use existing infrastructure. This is also the least expensive option and
has the greatest potential of raising the most revenue. The interview data show that Tunica
County missed out on over $200 billion in sales tax revenue that they could have put towards
their economic development plans had they been able to use the sales tax occurring in the
unincorporated areas of the county – where all of the casino properties are located. This is a
substantial amount of money that could be rerouted to the county where they can build new
roads, schools, and provide more public services.
Affordable housing support is helpful by addressing problems with economic development
by providing community development. While the casinos themselves are not physically being
addressed with this policy recommendation, the community will see a change. As the casinos
brought in revenue and raised the value of property in Tunica County, people who had originally
worked in the county could no longer afford to live there. That is a significant problem for longterm sustainable community and economic development. The county needs its people who work
there to also pay taxes, use public services, and send their children to school in the area as well.
The only way to establish long-term community development is by having the people who work
in Tunica County to live there as well and take ownership of the area in their daily lives.
What is the overall contribution to the study of agglomeration theory, the significance of
the research, any limitations to research methods, and future work that could be done?
The work presented in this thesis serves to advance the field of agglomeration economics
and public policy in three substantial ways. First, this establishes the Tunica County casinos as
an example of an agglomeration economy, or economic cluster. This provides the foundation for
the research being presented in the rest of the thesis in that the casinos serve as the central
economic driver for the county. Second, this thesis can serve as a of model economic
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development for similar areas. Tunica County can be used as a case study moving forward
showing the success of agglomeration economies and how attracting large industry can
completely transform an area for the better economically. Lastly, this thesis confirms what the
quantitative data shows about the industry that sparked this investigation from the outset. The
casino clusters are the central driver of economic development and policy change is necessary to
harness the maximum economic potential of the industry in the area.
Future research can build off of this work from a foundational standpoint. This thesis
provides an overview of the casino industry in Tunica, how the county developed because of the
casino industry, and showed avenues for economic improvement for the county through policy
change. While this research provides a solid foundation for studying agglomeration theory as it
pertains to the casinos in Tunica, future work can center on specific aspects of economic
development in the county and for community development itself aside from that of the
economic nature.
Other future research can interview a different subset of the population. This research
interviewed officials representing their organizations. Another dimension to the research could
be added by speaking with more vulnerable populations, such as people who receive government
services living in Tunica County and those who have worked in the casinos and have been
affected by the development in the area. An initial idea for this research was to interview people
who manage the casinos, but after speaking with the county officials, it appears that those
populations may not provide the data necessary to paint the picture of Tunica. This is because
many of the casino managers are corporate agents who do not live in the county nor do they
usually work in the same casino for long. While the interview data collected was substantial and
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successful for answering the scope of this thesis, these future interviews could provide a different
point of view to the data.
Tunica County has come a long way over the past 30 years. From being named
“America’s Ethiopia” in 1989 to leading the state in many aspects of economic development
today, Tunica County has completely transformed their economy all on the back of the casino
industry. The casinos allowed the economy to provide adequate public services and improve the
standard of living for the people living in the area. The casinos gave the county the resources to
build the infrastructure necessary to provide for their residents as well as accommodate the other
industries deciding to make Tunica its home in the process of diversifying the economy. The
spillover from the casinos generated massive uptick in employment across the board in the
county and gave the people living in Tunica County the means to take care of themselves and
their families. The casinos brought a community once lacking plumbing and running water to
one where residents do not have to rely on government services to get by. The large flashing
lights that can be seen across the Mississippi Delta are a beacon of hope and the casinos in which
those lights represent succeeded in completely transforming an area once thought far-gone by
many in the region to a regional, and in some cases national, leader in tourism and economic
development.
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